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The essence of Buddhism is what is realj 

what is real is what we practice 

and what is in our hearts. 

-Anyen Rinpoche 
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DEDICATION TO TSARA DHARMAKIRTI RINPOCHE 

You, who are indivisible from the primordial protector, 

Father, accomplished mighty Dzogchenpa: 

outside, you are the son of Shakyamuni 

adorned by the three trainingsi 

inside, your heart is filled with bodhichittai 

secretly, you are the great, secret Vimalamitra. 

Bestow the common and supreme accomplishments upon me, 

a wanderer of the world, 

so that I may establish the perfectly pure Dharma without hindrance. 

Beings living in the modern, degenerate age 

are continually tormented by five lethal poisons and drunk 

on the five sense objects 

following after fleeting worldly phenomenai 
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distracted by unattainable worldly actions; 

believing that the. insubstantial is substantial. 

ProtectoTj by your blessing and the mighty truth of the 

Rare and Supreme Three Roots, 

may all beings awaken from ignorance! 

While in the Bardo of Birth and Living, 

may beings first listen impartially to teachings, 
then cut through doubts about the meaning, 

and finally, take up the meaning that was understood. 

May they follow after the sacred ones who have come before, 
attain a fearless and confident death, and attain liberation 

free of the bardos! 

Especially, may they follow an authentic lama 

with respectful bod» speech and mind, 
contemplate the view free of extremes and manifest 

the uncontrived Mahamudra! 

Based on realizing the meaning of effortless Dzogchen, 

may they attain the stronghold of the Lineage of the 

Longchen Nyingthig, 
instantly accomplishing the stages and paths, 

and reach the stage called Exhaustion of Phenomena! 

Watch over me, blessed lama! 

Watch over me, compassionate lama! 
May the torment of the jive poisons be pacified! 

May all beings receive the heart of the sacred Dharma! 

May they take up the path and put it into practice! 

May they attain a fearless and confident death! 

May the terror of the bardos be pacified! 

May all attain Buddhahood, the primordial ground of the expanse! 

AH! AHf AH! 



DEDICATION - xi 

KYABJE TSARA DHARMAKIRTI RINPOCHE passed away at the age 

of 901 on the first day of Sakadawa, 2005. Rinpoche had prophesied 

the month of his death six months prior, and passed away after giving 

teachings on the nature of birth and death. Just before he spoke his 

final words, he called the doctors and nurses around him and said, 

"Please remove the IV from my arm, and stop administering me any 

medication:' He seemed to be telling us, "This is how a true master 

dies." Then, he spoke these final words, '1\.t the moment of death, the 

ability to abide in the nature of mind, the indivisible three kayas

with its empty essence, clear nature and all-pervasive compassion

is extremely important:' He spoke the seed syllable AH while seated 

in the vajra posture and then passed away. 

Many miraculous signs manifested after Rinpoche's death. After 

Rinpoche's body was cremated, his bones became many-colored, 

glowing balls of precious medicine. The image of Tara arose from his 

skullcap, which did not burn in the fire. Rinpoche's body expressed 

the sign called "tuk jak chen sum" in Tibetan, or "heart, tongue, and 

eyes:' This sign is attained by only the most superior of yogis, and 

was also attained by the omniscient Longchen Rabjam. 

May all beings find inspiration in this story ofRinpoche's passing, 

and doing so, put the teachings into practice in their entirety. 





EDITORS PREFACE 

MY HEARTFELT REQUEST for Anyen Rinpoche to prepare this 

guide for dying came as a result of my own mother's death. As she 

lay dying over a period of seven months, I was drawn to Buddhist 

texts for advice on how to help her die skillfully. 

The wish for her to be free of all her pain and suffering stirred deep 

in my heart. She'd had a stroke, and subsequently had shed those 

personality traits that had driven me crazy as a childj she was now 

transformed into a woman who radiated love at everyone she saw 

no matter who they were. I wondered if I could die too with such 

unconditional love. 

My mother's death gave me the most precious gift ofbringing me 

to Buddhism as well as helping me to recognize the immense oppor

tunitywe all have to share love and compassion, both in this life and 

at the time of death. It inspired me to learn more about the process of 

dying and how I could best help others go through it as well. 

In this book, Anyen Rinpoche gives us practical information that 

will benefit both those seeking a Tibetan Buddhist death and non

Buddhists wanting to help a loved one or friend die in this tradition. 

He encourages us to take responsibility for ourselves as· Dharma 

practitioners, to assess our practice honestly, and to contemplate 
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impermanence-our own impermanence-deeply. He shows us 

how to create the necessary vehicles for using the process of dying to 

further our aspirations for enlightenment in the service of all beings. 

Rinpoche has a grassroots vision of "phowa groups" throughout 

the Buddhist community practicing phowa, or the transference of 

consciousness at the time of death, both for themselves and for oth

ers. If a lama cannot be present at someone's death, experienced 

practitioners trained in phowa can be there to assist the dying per

son. Thus, through practicing phowa together, we can benefit our 

sanghas and Dharma communities. 

There is, of course1 much more to study in depth on this topic than 

can be presented .in this one book-and ultimatelYi close contact 

with a teacher or lama is crucial. Nonetheless, by using the founda

tions in this guidebook, we can create the conditions for an excellent 

death and rebirth and make the most of our prior efforts to practice 

the Dharma and embody its principles. 

I would have been grateful for such a guide to help my mother, 

and I am grateful now for these preparations for my own death and to 

help others. I hope we can all heed the advice given here, as we don't 

know when death will come. 

The teachings in this manual were given in many different settings 

by Anyen Rinpoche since he came to America in 2005. They have 

been translated from the Tibetan by Allison Graboski1 who is also 

the translator of Anyen Rinpoche's books The Union ofDzogchen and 

Bodhichitta and Momentary Buddhahood. Allison gave generously 

of her time and skills to not only translate additional teachings for 

this book, but to clarify numerous questions and offer wise insights. 

Without her untiring efforts in translating for Anyen Rinpoche, 

Western students would miss the opportunity to receive many pre

cious teachings. 



EDITOR'S PREFACE - X:V 

Rinpoche answers a number of direct questions from his students 

in this book that are relevant to Western culture and not addressed 

in traditional texts. I am very grateful that Rinpoche has agreed to 

continue to answer questions about the dying process on the website 

for the Phowa Foundation, a project of Orgyen Khamdroling, a non

profit organization founded by Anyen Rinpoche. The Phowa Foun

dation offers prayers and ritual practices for those who are ill, dying, 

or have already died, as well as retreats, education on the dying pro

cess, and special related materials. 

Whenever Anyen Rinpoche gives teachings on preparing for death, 

the question-and-answer sessions could go on for hours. We are fasci

nated, curious, and a little uncomfortable all at once at the descriptions 

of the dying process and the bardo states. Part of this book grew out 

of just such question-and-answer sessions, and the gist of that material 

has been integrated into the flow of the chapters. 

As we face the deaths of parents, loved ones, and our own unknown 

time of death, we will have many more questions that could not be 

included here. Students who may not have regular access to a lama 

will be able to benefit by asking their questions of an authentic 

teacher of Dharma, and exploring the resources and opportunities 

offered by the Phowa Foundation. 

May this effort benefit all beings and help bring us swiftly to 

enlightenment. 

Eileen Cahoon, Ph.D. 





1 
INTRODUCTION 

STARTING WHEN I was about two or three years old, I began to 

have experiences of death. One day, a woman named Kaki Padmatso 

came to my village. She gave me a walnut with a red-painted husk 

as a gift. It may sound incredible to a Western audience, but after I 

received that gift from her, strange things began to happen to me. I 

would stop breathing-and, one might say, literally die-for several 

minutes up to a half an hour. These death experiences continued to 

occur for about three years. 

These were unique experiences in my life. Lama Chupur, the real

ized Dzogchen yogi who raised me, could not explain why this was 

happening to me. But he worked very hard to bring me back to the 

living, and practiced hard to release my life from the grasp of this 

obstacle. Although this could have been a very frightening time, the 

instructions I received helped me work through any fear I might have 

otherwise experienced. 

One day, a poor, one-handed beggar named Pasang Lhakto came 

to our village. My mother told me later that Lama Chupur gave him 

all of the food we had in our humble kitchen-butter and steamed 

corn. Usually, my mother is a very generous person but on that day, 

Lama Chupur's generosity was even greater than hers. "What are you 
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doing?" she asked him. Lama Chupur just smiled and said, "Your son 

will not experience this obstacle any longer:' And I didn't. I did not 

experience death again until many years later. 

Later, I felt as though the teachings on death and dying were, in 

a way, narrating the experiences of my childhood. I realized I had 

received an incredible gift: I know that what the Vajrayana Bud

dhist texts describe about death is what a being actually experiences 

before the inner breath ceases. I know that the descriptions given 

in the teachings on the bardos, literally the intermediate states, are 

accurate-and I know all this as a matter of personal experience. As 

a result, my trust in these teachings can never be shaken. 

In 1997, I had another experience of death. I became very sick with 

pleurisy and fluid began to fill up my lungs. My body became very 

heavy. The Chinese doctor, untrained in any of the techniques of 

Western medicine, had never used a needle to remove fluid from the 

lungs before, but he decided he needed to do so now-and so he put 

a large needle in my back. No one knows exactly what he hit when 

he put the needle in, but I was unconscious for more than an hour. I 

didn't breathe for more than forty minutes. 

I can assure you that when you are unconscious and not breath

ing, it is very difficult to recognize that you are dying and that you 

need to continue your Dharma practice. As I began to experience 

the stages after death, I was enveloped in heavy blackness. I don't 

know at what point, but suddenly I remembered my lama deeply in 

my heart, and began to pray to him. I was filled with devotion, and I 

thought to myself, "If! die now, I die with no fear. But if! am able to 

live1 I will rejoice in that opportunity:' Remembering that I had more 

work I wanted to do for the Dharma and for all beings1 I thought 

to myself, "I am going to live and I am going to go back:' With that 

thought, I was able to wake up again. 

I can tell you it is very, very difficult to remember to practice at 
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such a time. I can also tell you that it is sometimes even possible to 

"come back to life" if we recognize the state of death and then exert 

our will to live. 

Throughout my life, I have remembered these experiences over 

and over again. I often reflect on death and the process of dying, and 

this has inspired me to begin working on projects to support those 

who are preparing for death. I feel that if practitioners have the same 

conviction about what will happen. during the dying process that I 

do, they will feel more inspired to practice. Knowing what will hap

pen when death arrives is so useful and practical-it is like a road

map. After all, who wouldn't look for clear directions before they 

travel somewhere new? 

We all know that death is certain-no one ultimately evades death. 

What we often forget is that death can come at any time. For Bud

dhists, the moment of death is the most potent opportunity to prac

tice. Indeed, it is the key opportunity to attain realization or a positive 

rebirth. Thus, meditation practice in Buddhism is actually practicing 

for death. You are practicing so that you can have mindfulness and 

clarity in that moment when you are dying, so you are confident you 

are prepared to use the experiences after death for the best rebirth 

possible-or even complete and perfect liberation. 

We must redefine the meaning of our practice so we can cultivate 

a feeling of rejoicing about the moment of death. If we practice hard 

enough in our lifetime, the experience of death will be our absolute 

best opportunity to have the strongest result from all of the aspira

tions and practices we've cultivated in our Dharma life. If we are duly 

prepared, I can promise that the moment of death will be an experi

ence of rejoicing. If we are not prepared, it will surely be a time offear 

and regret. When we think about death in this light, we should feel 

strongly motivated to practice every day. 
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Some people think that contemplating their own death will 

make them sorrowful. They would prefer not to think about it. For 

a meditation practitioner, however, this is a great mistake. By avoid

ing thinking about the reality and moment of death, we are losing a 

chance to really motivate ourselves to practice. We must reflect on 

our lives: there may only be a short time left. Do we have the con

fidence and the tools to die skillfully? Have we done the utmost to 

practice properly? Although we may plan how we would like to die 

and express our wishes to our friends and family, it may not always 

be possible to have someone next to us reminding us what to do. It is 

our responsibility to be prepared. No one can do this for us. 

There is a metaphor in the Tibetan texts that says that one who 

receives teachings but does not gain experience through practice is 

like a farmer who doesn't tend his own fields-even as he constantly 

tells others how they should tend theirs. 

People today receive many teachings, but at the time of death 

have they gained enough experience to die well? If we don't rethink 

how we are spending our lives and investing our energy in terms of 

our practice, we will be like the farmer and have nothing to eat at 

harvest time. 

Preparingfor Death 

Students from many different cultural and spiritual backgrounds 

come and ask me for help when a loved one is dying. When some

one close to us is dying or has died, we begin to think seriously about 

what our own death will be like. While this book will guide Buddhist 

practitioners preparing for their own death, it will also serve Bud

dhists and non-Buddhists who would like to help someone die while 

relying upon the supports of the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. Those 

who would like to help non-Buddhists in the dying process will also 
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find these instructions useful and can adapt them to incorporate the 

spiritual tradition of the dying person-even if they are not Bud

dhist1 they might appreciate your efforts anyway. And if they do not 

want you to perform phowa for them1 you can instead generate com

passion and pray for the person as much as you can. 

For Tibetan Buddhists1 however1 unless you have extreme confi

dence or certainty about your ability to properly recognize and rest 

in the nature of mind1 and unless you can rest in the Dharmakaya 

constantly1 you should train in and practice phowa. It will not create 

any obstacles so it is always good to do. Furthermore1 our assess

ment of where our practice is now may not be accurate. We may 

think that we are more skillful practitioners than we actually are. In 

light of this1 it is best to practice phowa. What's more1 it cannot be 

emphasized enough that everyone-practitioner and helper1 Bud

dhist and non-Buddhist-will benefit by learning about the signs 

of death. Knowing what to expect will help us know what to do at 

the right time. 

Before we learn the traditional Buddhist teachings on the signs 

and stages of death1 before we take up the practice of the transference 

of consciousness1 before discussing medical and spiritual consider

ations at the time of death-all topics we will explore together in this 

book-there are necessary preparations to enhance our chances of 

using these teachings effectively. 

First1 I am a strong advocate of each of us as Buddhist practitio

ners taking time for honest self-reflection and knowing where we are 

now on the spiritual path and where we would like to be in the future. 

Thenlsuggestcreatingtwo documents: one1 a Dharma Vision1 a real

istic plan and commitment for accomplishing this lifetime's aspira

tions forpracticei and two1 a Dharma Will1 a plan for how we wish to 

die that designates "entrusted Dharma friends" who have agreed to 

assist with rituals1 prayers1 and practices at the time of death. When 
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people in the West get older, they write wills for their children. What 

we need now is a Dharma Will for ourselves! 

After reading through this guide and creating your Dharma Vision 

and Dharma WUl, I encourage you to prepare a special "Dharma 

Box" as well-.this box should contain the Dharma Will, copies of 

our advance medical directives and other legal papers, as well as all 

the practices and ritual items we wish to have with us as we die. 

I will offer specific instructions on using the different stages of 

the dying process as a spiritual practice and will also give detailed 

instructions on a phowa text that was passed down to me by my 

root lama, Kyabje Tsara Dharmakirti Rinpoche. 1his text is from the 

Longchen Nyingthig lineage. It is important to learn the visualiza

tions now while you are healthy and sound of mind and body and 

able to practice energetically. 1his does not mean that phowa cannot 

be learned or trained in when we are elderly or sick, however, it is 

easier to master this practice when we are young and healthy. It is, of 

course, best to study with an authentic teacher and to attend phowa 

retreats whenever possible so there is appropriate support and suf

ficient time to experience the results of successful practice. The 

essence of all phowa teachings is the same, although there are slight 

differences in the texts. The phowa instructions given later in this 

book are sufficient to begin practicing now if you have not had prior 

instruction, or will serve as a reminder of any prior phowa teachings 

you have received. 

Finally, we will explore the role of the entrusted Dharma friend 

and decide if we wish to serve sangha members and friends by prac

ticing with them as they die and reminding them how to use the 

unique opportunity of death. I encourage each and every one of us to 

consider performing this service to our Dharma brothers and sisters. 

With very little effort, everyone can learn to do phowa successfully 

and contribute to the enlightenment of all sentient beings. 
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The phowa text and other practices to be recited as we are dying 

and to guide the consciousne-ss after death can be found on the 

Phowa Foundation website at www.phowafoundation.org. 

May these teachings inspire and guide us to practice the trueD hanna 

and to face death fearlessly. May they help create the conditions for 

all to attain liberation and perfect enlightenment! 





PART ONE 

----------------~ ----------------

Spiritual Preparations for the Time of Death: 
An Evolving Meditation on Life and Death 





2 
ON DEATH AND MINDFULNESS 

May the wisdom of our teachers' minds be transferred to our minds. 

May we understand the teachings and put them itlto practice. 

FROM THE MOMENT we are born, we are carried by four great rivers: 

birth, sickness, old age, and death. From the time that we enter the 

mother's womb until the actual moment of dying, there is no escape 

from this ordinary life into which we are born. No being escapes 

death. We all must diei we all will die-the only question is when. 

The river of birth carries us to old age. No matter what we look 

like on the outside, we are all going to get old. We should not think 

that just because we are young, just because we are healthy now, that 

we have time. And we don't need to wait for the signs of death to 

appeari the signs of"far-away" death have already manifested for all 

of us! We have been born-that itself is a sign of death. We must 

therefore reflect on the fact of death now. If we do not think about 

it now, it will be difficult to think about it when it is happening-as 

it inevitably will. Most importantly, it will be impossible to have any 

kind of mindfulness that death is approaching if we refuse to reflect 

on it during our life. Through the cultivation of mindfulness now, 

the forces of habit and practice will help us practice it at the time 
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of death. Truly, through the power of committed practice, there is 

nothing that cannot become easy. So if we put effort into reflecting 

upon death during our lifetime, we will find that this will support our 

practice and mindfulness at the actual time of death. 

As the tiver ofbirth carries us to old age, it will also carry us along the 

river of illness, bringing us even closer to death. Reflect on all the vari

ous kinds ofillnesses that exist on the planet today. Some are chronic 

and can make us ill for twenty or thirty years-or a whole lifetime. 

Some occur suddenly and are incurable. Some have gradual onset, 

so slow we barely notice until they are already very far advanced. As 

we get ill and closer to death, the "close" signs of death will begin to 

manifest. We can all recognize these signs if we train in mindfulness. 

Many of you have taken birth in the country of America, where 

there is access to many material things. What is most needed, though, 

is access to true Dharma teachings. We may even have the good for

tune to encounter the Dharma and to receive precious teachings, 

but often we lack the diligence to actually practice the teachings we 

receive. 

Teachings on death and dying and on the transference of con

sciousness are supreme teachings. For ordinary practitioners, phowa 

is the teaching which is most accessible and which we are most capa

ble of mastering. We should receive these teachings many times over, 

as often as possible. Doing so will strengthen our connection to that 

practice, which in turn will help us to be more present at the time of 

death. 

The fact of death is certain. And for this very reason, because it is 

completely certain, death is something we should be fearless about. 

If we are not fearless at the moment of death, the only choice is to 

return to samsara, to re-enter the cycle ofbirth, suffering, and death, 

over and over again. We should reflect deeply on this. 

In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, many great lamas predict their 
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own death far in advance. We wonder how they can do this with such 

certainty, often predicting the exact day they are going to die. One 

simple answer is that they have gained great experience in the signs 

of death and have such mindfulness that they can tell exactly when 

any of the senses begins to degrade. This allows lamas or yogis to 

abide in the profound teachings and do incredible things like dying 

in the posture of meditation, shrinking their bodies-a sign of 

nearly-complete realization-or even dissolving into rainbow body, 

a sign of complete realization. After their bodies are cremated, other 

signs appear, like the manifestation of rangsel, or luminous beads. 

The rangsel is able to manifest because these great yogis were able to 

abide in their lama's heart teachings at the moment of death. 

In the West, old people are often placed in nursing homes to die. 

They don't want to depend on their children or accept help, and 

sometimes their children are just too busy to take care of them. If the 

children are in a position to offer care, their parents should accept it. 

Then the children can see every day how their parents get older and 

older; they can see the dying process. Then it becomes natural to 

think about death. 

During our lifetimes, we generally pay a lot of attention to our 

bodies, but rarely think about what goes with us when we die. We 

cannot, of course, take any physical or material aspect of our lives 

with us when we die. It is only the consciousness that goes with 

us. It is also only the consciousness that experiences suffering or, 

more accurately, is able to perceive the experience of suffering. Most 

importantly, it is the consciousness itself that can be transformed 

into wisdom during the dying process. The majority of the time we 

are focused on maintaining our physical body and material environ

ment, when we actually need to place our attention on practice! 

Realizing this can help us shift our focus and motivate us to practice 

everyday. 



14 - DYING WITH CONFIDENCE 

An example we can use to understand this is the act of fainting. 

While the body and consciousness don't actually separate when we 

faint1 we "lose consciousness" and as a result are not aware of what 

is happening with our bodies. Just like during the experience of the 

dying process1 it is the consciousness that experiences everything1 

including our fears and our past experiences. 

Thus1 when we receive teachings on death and dying1 or teach

ings on Dzogchen and Mahamudra1 or any other profound Tantric 

teaching1 we should never neglect or forget these teachings. They are 

essential instructions and we should try to reflect on them every day. 

If we are able to do that1 we will remember them at the time of death 

and we will be liberated from the suffering of the bardos. If we do 

not reflect on the teachings1 even having someone read the Bardo 

Thodrol (The Tibetan Book of the Dead or1 literally, Great Liberation 

upon Hearing) to us at the time of death will not be meaningful. It 

will not stir that memory of something we did habitually during our 

lives. 

Western students like to take a lot of notes at teachings1 but I am 

not sure what happens to those notes after the student goes home. 

Condense your notes and make them truly your own; compose your 

own version of the teaching for personal use. Don't make something 

up1 but write what your teacher taught you1 in a way that is mean

ingful especially to you. Read it again and again over time. Then if 

a friend reads it for you as you are dying it will be easy for you to 

remember and actualize the essence of these teachings. 

I have also found that Western Dharma students often want to do 

everything themselves. In this case1 we should actually do so-we 

should take responsibility for ourselves by planning and practicing 

in such a way that we will be able to experience the death that we 

envision. We should also include others in our plan1 allowing them 
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to help us where it is appropriate. But1 of course1 if we do not practice 

with great diligence1 having a plan for death is just pretending. 

We may receive teachings and develop a close relationship with a 

lama1 but we still have to practice. We must remember that when we 

do not practice1 it is not for lack of time. Please don't deceive yourself 

in that way. We do have enough time. It doesn't matter how busy we 

are; we can find some time each day. Training to be mindful at the 

time of death is a step-by-step process. If we make great effort now1 

the signs of death will become signposts for practice and they will 

awaken our mindfulness when death is upon us. 

I just learned to drive recently, so I need a lot of mindfulness when 

I am driving. But when I look around at other drivers1 I see that they 

don't seem to need as much mindfulness. They have trained in this 

since they were sixteen years old; it has become natural for them. 

Dharma practice is just like that. Right now we need to practice 

mindfulness no matter what we are doing-walking1 eating1 sitting) 

sleeping1 driving. Then one day we don't need to try to "have mind

fulness;' it will come naturally. It won't be hard to practice Dzog

chen; it will be just like driving down to the grocery store! 

Mindfulness training is actually based on the outer objects or con

ditions that are happening in the world around us all the time. When 

we gain experience1 we begin to notice the kinds of outer conditions 

that make it possible to abide in meditation more easily. When we 

become skillful and recognize) "Oh1 in this situation it is easy for me 

to meditate;' or1 "When I have these kinds of conditions or energy 

around me it helps me;' this improves our mindfulness and our abil

ity to abide in the view) to fully rest in the mind's primordial nature. 

It is very important that we make a study of the outer environment 

and our interaction with it as it relates to practice. This is something 

that acts as a general support for all kinds of meditation. 
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We need to work on summoning our motivation to practice and 

train hard in thi,s life1 as it will be very hard to remember our practice 

if we are sick or in pain. It is important to remember that practice 

and realization is not like a rock falling from the sky; it will not just 

suddenly hit us. We cannot attain skills in mindfulness and medita

tion instantly. Accordingly1 we must not downplay to ourselves the 

importance of practice and training in mindfulness. 

Mindfulness that is endowed with effort over time will natu

rally transform into effortless mindfulness. Effortless mindfulness 

endowed with rigpa, primordial non-dual cognizance1 is a synonym 

for abiding in the view. 

The Meaning of Confidence 

Let me tell you a beautiful story about having a plan for death. When 

I was very young1 I went to see a great Bon master whose lama had 

attained rainbow body. He was living in a tiny room and on the table 

was a small stupa. I was a mischievous child and I asked a lot of ques

tions1 so of course I asked him why he had that stupa. The master 

answered1 "I have this stupa because when I die they are going to put 

my body in it:' I looked at him. He was huge. So I asked1 "How will 

you fit in that stupa?" The master said1 "I will have to train myself to 

fit or there is no benefit to even having a stupa like this," This master 

had so much confidence1 he was sure he was going to fit in the stupa 

when he died. This is real confidence in one's preparation for death. 

I was told that the Bon master almost attained rainbow body. His 

body did shrink to a very small size1 but one obstacle arose. He told 

his niece1 who was helping to care for him1 that when he died she 

must not open the door to his room for seven days no matter what 

happened. He made her promise that. She was very young1 though1 

and after five or six days she thought1 "I don't know what is happen-
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ing to my uncle:' So she opened the door and as a result, his body 

was unable to dissolve any further. If she had not opened the door, 

he would surely have attained rainbow body. 

Maybe here in America we can put a security code on our door so 

that will not happen! 





3 
CREATING A DHARMA VISION 

Deepening our Commitment to Dharma Practice 

IT HAS BEEN more than fifty years since many lamas of my parents' 

and grandparents' generation began to cross the borders of Tibet 

and change the spiritual face of the West forever. The early students 

of Tibetan Buddhism here in the United States, now my adopted 

home, are advancing both in their practice and in their years. While 

death can surely arrive at any moment, for many the truth of imper

manence is just now beginning to dawn with some clarity, with some 

certainty. The true test of their faith and practice is beginning. 

While there is much debate and legitimate concern about how 

Buddhism has adapted to the West-and vice-versa!-it seems 

timely and useful now, regardless of our age, to focus on our personal 

progress since taking up the Buddhist path. How have we changed? 

How have we worked with obstacles that have arisen along the way? 

Have we slipped back into any unwholesome habitual patterns and 

not even noticed? What kind of faith do we find in our hearts right 

now? What is our current commitment to practice? Where do we 

want to be as Dharma practitioners at the time of our death? 

These are not just rhetorical questions. Please ask them to yourself, 
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right now. Take an honest look inside and recognize what you need 

to do to fulfill your spiritual aspirations in whatever time you have 

left. All of these questions together are what is meant by the ques

tion, "What is your Dharma Vision?" What kind of practitioner are 

you truly willing to become so that the moment of death fulfills the 

aspirations you have for enlightenment-or at the very least to take 

a rebirth that allows you to continue your practice and be in the pres

ence of authentic teachers again? 

Just as all of us make great effort to maintain our everyday lives, we 

should make similarly great effort in our preparations for death. If we 

are living and practicing the essence of the Dharma teachings, there 

should be no difference between our spiritual practices while we are 

living and those that we engage in at the time of death. One practice 

that we all share on the path, no matter what other teachings we have 

received or practices we have committed to, is training in mindful

ness to ensure that in our last moments we will be able to make good 

use of our death. 

We all seek to be the best human beings we can be. And regard

less of our beliefs, death will come to all of us. Everyone can benefit 

from preparing for death as a spiritual practice. Additionally, if we 

learn how to support a loved one while they are dying, we will be 

giving them a great gift by helping them fulfill their own spiritual 

aspirations. 

The Need for a Dharma Vision 

Many of us on the Buddhist path have heard from our teachers that 

"the path is the goal" and that we should cut through any attach

ments to results. This is most true specifically on the path of medita

tioni we should not have hope for any particular experiences or signs 
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of realization in our meditation. Hungering for such experiences will 

only bring us obstacles. Nevertheless1 without earnest self-reflection 

and a vision for ourselves as practitioners1 we will not really know 

how to take up the path. 

In Tibet1 few monks and nuns receive the teachings of Dzog

chen1 and even fewer laypeople are introduced to them. Here in 

the West1 we expect the highest teachings to be given freely even if 

we have made little effort in the foundational practices. But it is the 

yogis who spend years training their minds1 using self-reflection 

as a tool to further their progress1 who become the highly realized 

practitioners. 

We must be careful about having only the appearance of a Dharma 

practitioner. Some students who have received many teachings tell 

me they are "on and off" practitioners; they "sort of" practice and 

have little experience. Sometimes they are very passionate about one 

practice for a short period of time. They may burn like fire1 but then 

something or other happens and they stop practicing. They lack cer

tainty about what is the perfectly pure path. We need to abandon 

this habit ofbeing an "on and off" practitioner. If we let our energy 

get too high1 we can expect a counterbalancing low to follow when 

we lose our enthusiasm.Thus1 in terms ofDharma practice1 having a 

tempered passion is a more useful quality. 

Because it is so easy to deceive ourselves about our practice1 it is 

very important to have a relationship with a spiritual friend1 a lama1 

who will help cut through any self-deception. But we must do our 

part to be prepared for and to nurture such a relationship; we must be 

diligent in our practice and have a realistic idea of our spiritual goals. 

Self-reflection can bring a new level of trust and mutual respect to 

an established relationship with a teacher by demonstrating that we 

are suitable spiritual "vessels;' worthy of receiving profound lineage 
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teachings. We can transform our outer trust in the 1hree Jewels-in 

the Buddha1 in the teachings1 and in the community of noble practi

tioners-into authentic confidence that develops unshakeable faith 

in the Buddhist path to enlightenment. 

I consider the Dharma Vision1 what we might call our spiritual 

aspirations1 to be an evolving meditation on living and dying. It 

makes no difference what stage of life we are in. As practitioners1 we 

need a guide for living as well as for dying that we can skillfully rely 

on during our lives as well as at the moment of death. 

It's also important to include others in our Dharma Vision. Many 

of us1 wishing to increase our expressions of loving~kindness and 

compassion1 also want to help friends1 loved ones1 pets1 and strang

ers alike die with the same opportunities for a "good death" that we 

wish for ourselves. If we do have the wish to help others through 

the dying process1 we must first train ourselves to understand how 

our own lives move towards death. We must gain knowledge and 

wisdom about the process of dying that will enable us to use one 

of the most important moments of this incarnation wisely. Then we 

can make a serious commitment to becoming practitioners who take 

responsibility for accomplishing the vision of helping ourselves and 

others to die well. 

At the end of this chapter is a special section with contempla

tions and guided meditations to help you develop and clarify your 

Dharma Vision. 

The Dharma Will, Entrusted Dharma Friends, 
and the Dharma Box 

When we understand the importance of the dying process and the 

potential we have for liberation during and after our death1 it will be 

easy to see how essential it is to prepare properly for death. I would 
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like to plant seeds here first for the ideas of a Dharma Will and of 

what I call entrusted Dharma friends. 

I encourage students to form core groups of entrusted Dharma 

friends who agree to help each other through the dying process 

according to the wishes written down in each person's Dharma Will. 

The Dharma Will allows us to record our spiritual directives, so fam

ily and friends will know the kind of death we wish to experience 

and how it can be accomplished. Our entrusted Dharma friends 

should at least be familiar with phowa and other Buddhist practices. 

Once each person has written a Dharma Will, he or she can share it 

within the core group as part of training in recognizing the signs of 

death, mastering phowa, and learning how to skillfully help someone 

through the dying process. 

Entire sanghas, or spiritual communities, can also pledge to 

help entrusted Dharma friends within their community fulfill their 

commitments. Each core group will need others from the spiritual 

community to assume some of the tasks involved in supporting the 

dying person's wishes, such as informing the sangha about appropri

ate prayers and rituals, practicing phowa together, and helping with 

funeral arrangements. This will be a wonderful way to strengthen our 

spiritual relationships and gain confidence in using the dying process 

for spiritual practice. Once we are skilled in phowa, a monthly or bi

monthly group practice session can support the entire community's 

effort. 

I also advocate creating a "Dharma Box;' an actual box which 

will contain everything we and our entrusted Dharma friends will 

need to help us through the dying process. The Dharma Box will 

include copies of our Dharma Will and legal papers, ritual items, 

Dharma practice texts, and instructions for family and friends. Once 

the Dharma Box is complete, we can return to our Dharma Vision 

and engage fully in the practices we have committed to through the 
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creation of that vision, with the assurance that we have put every

thing in place for the time of death. We'll explore the Dharma Will 

and the details of the Dharma Box in the next two chapters-what 

follows next are details for developing your Dharma Vision. 

CREATING YOUR DHARMA VISION 

THROUGH CONTEMPLATION 

There are many traditional meditations on death and impermanence 

in the foundational practices of all schools of Tibetan Buddhism. We 

can think about how the seasons change and how the elements of 

the world around us transform; we can look at how our bodies have 

changed from the time we were born until now; we can contemplate 

how our minds are constantly transforming. Reflecting on imperma

nence is the best way to prepare ourselves for the moment of death; 

please take some time to reflect on the contemplations below. 

In the next few pages, I will suggest some specific questions for 

students to contemplate. It would be best to set aside a personal 

retreat day or weekend without interruptions for these practices, or 

to do this with your entrusted Dharma friends in a group retreat. You 

may want a journal to write down insights and ideas that arise as you 

do these practices. Some students have also found journaling helpful 

in tracking their progress in meditation and conduct over a period 

of a month or so and they use that as a basis for further reflection. 

You should decide what tools will help you the most in making this 

assessment of your Dharma practice. 

Again, I encourage you to take an honest look at yourself as a 

Buddhist practitioner on the path. Sit quietly and cultivate a proper 

motivation. Generate bodhichitta-the wish to become enlightened 
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in order to help others attain enlightenment-for all sentient beings. 

I suggest you read one of the contemplations below to yourself a few 

times over. Take time to consider it fully, keeping your mind focused 

but open to all ideas that arise. When you feel ready, rest in medita

tion free of reference points for as long as you can. When you finish 

your meditation, if you like, take time to write about your insights 

and experiences. Then continue with the next contemplation in the 

same way. 

When you've thoroughly explored each of the contemplations 

below, you can begin to incorporate what you have learned about 

yourself as a practitioner into your Dharma Vision. Even if you have 

been practicing for a long time, you may be surprised at what you 

find lacking in your practice when you have taken an honest look. 

Many of my students find great inspiration in this process to increase 

their diligence and focus on areas needing attention. Don't forget to 

practice compassion for yourself. Appreciate the past efforts you 

have already made and include the efforts you are willing to make to 

become the excellent practitioner you have envisioned. 

One of the biggest obstacles we might find we have as practitioners 

is that we lack a sense of urgency about the need to practice. This is 

caused by our strong experience of self-attachment. Self-attachment 

is expressed in many different ways. For example, we might think, 

"Let me just enjoy my life right now; let me enjoy this particular 

moment:' We put off practice for a later time, which we fail to realize 

may never come. The best time to practice, the best time to prepare 

for the reality of death, and the best time to clarify our own Dharma 

Visions, is the present. Don't waste a moment. 

Having a sense of urgency about practice could cause us to over

estimate ourselves, however, or to want to skip over the hard work 

of developing a solid and stable base of daily practice. As you create 

your Dharma Vision, make an effort to balance idealism with realism. 
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We may all wish to be great yogis like Milarepa or Longchenpa, but 

our capacity is more likely to be one of an ordinary practitioner. We 

should reflect realistically on where we are now in our practice and 

what kind of practitioner we wish to become. We must be honest 

about our capacity so that our goal will not be beyond our reach. 

As I have stated above, we must also continually be mindful of life's 

impermanence and the reality of impending death. We may not have 

all the time we think we will have to practice. 

We can aspire to such goals as receiving profound instructions 

from authentic teachers of all lineages and gaining experience and 

certainty in their meaning and in the primordially pure view of 

Dzogchen. We can always aspire to increase our bodhichitta and can 

do so by daily employing such practices as tonglen, in which we take 

in the suffering of others and send out positive wishes for healing 

and happiness in exchange. We all should wish to become proficient 

at practicing phowa for ourselves so that we may use it effectively 

at the time of our deaths, to die without regrets and with altruistic 

motivation for our next life. We may wish to become a practitioner 

who can sit with confidence with people who are dying and support 

them during the dying process. We may think about how we may 

help our teachers accomplish their Dharma activities and where we 

can contribute our talents. 

Regardless of how we regard our talent for writing, we can all 

compose an aspiration prayer for the time of our death and include 

it at the end of the Dharma Vision. We can read this aspiration prayer 

before sleep each night so its meaning fully enters our hearts. Then, 

as we are dying, an entrusted Dharma friend can read this to us to 

remind us of what we are trying to accomplish and of our bodhi

chitta. A copy of this prayer can be kept in our Dharma Box, and 

buried or burned with us after we die. 
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IDEAS TO CONTEMPLATE 

~ Contemplate Impermanence from the Outer Point of View 

Reflect on how your outer environment has ch<lll:ged during 

the past year. Recall how the seasons changed: how the plants, 

flowers, and trees transformed over time; how the daylight 

increased and decreased. Think about it both in your own per

sonal living environment and throughout the globe as well. 

Think about the natural catastrophes that occurred around the 

world. Reflect on all the births and deaths of people, animals, 

and insects. Allow the enormity of these changes to reach you 

on a deep level until you feel with certainty that not even one 

thing remained the same. 

~ Contemplate Impermanence frqm the Inner Point of View 

Imagine yourself as a small baby. See the physical changes you 

have gon~ through until now. Sometimes looking at photos 

of yourself from childhood to the present can be a poignant 

way to examine your own physical impermanence. Look at 

the transformation that has occurred in you physically. Then 

think about your physical being from last year until now, from 

last month until now, from yesterday until today. See that your 

body is changing even from moment to moment. 

~ Contemplate Impermanence from the Secret Point of View 

Reflect on the wild nature of your own mind. Remember your

self as a child and how your intelligence developed over time. 

Look at how your mind changes moment by moment as it fills 

with entertaining distractions or follows after different sensory 

experiences. Contemplate how you are constantly transform

ing mentally and how the mind is also impermanent. 
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.,.. Contemplate Your Spiritual Practice 

Reflect on your daily practice. Axe you practicing regularly and 

for as long as you would like? Are you able to incorporate all the 

practices you wish to master into your daily practice? 

Reflect deeply on what type of practitioner you really want 

to be. What are the obstacles that stand in your way? Think 

about any tendencies you have that prevent you from practic

ing in this way. What is the main cause? Identify the things that 

cause you to put off practicing . 

.,.. Contemplate the Impermanence of Things to Which You Are 

Attached 

If you are attached to material objects in the world around you, 

reflect on their changing nature. If you are attached to a person, 

reflect on him or her growing old and dying. Actually envision 

his or her physical and mental changes. If you are attached to 

your own life, as we all are, go through your body from the ends 

of the hair on your head to the tips of your toes and try to find 

anything that is lasting or permanent in your body. Do a very 

thorough examination, looking from outside to inside to see if 

you can find anything that is unchanging. Do this untilyou are 

confident that you, too, are actually going to die, and that you 

cannot hold onto this life forever . 

.,.. Contemplate the Six Paramitas, or Transcendent Actions, 

Starting with this Past Month's Practice of Generosity 

Look at how you practiced during the past month and how you 

have integrated practice into your daily life by examining how 

you have expressed generosity. Were you able to give love, emo

tional support, or material goods without attachment? Was 
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your heart open unconditionally? If you compare this month to 

the previous month, was your generosity different or the same? 

If you compare last year to this year, have you been more gener

ous? Less generous? The same? If you are the same, what will 

you do to increase your expression of generosity? If you have 

been less generous, reflect on why you have changed. 

... Contemplate this Past Month's Spiritual Practice in Terms 

of the Remaining Paramitas 

In the same wa)lj examine your progress in virtue and morality; 

patience and tolerance; diligence and enthusiastic effort; medita

tive concentration; and wisdom. Take time to look at each quality 

and how you express it in your daily life. If you find yourselflack

ing in the expression of these enlightened qualities, make a plan 

to work on them. For example, make an effort to stay mindful of 

one quality over the next month and look for ways to enhance 

it. You will find many opportunities. Over time you can become 

habituated to remaining mindful and increasing the practice of 

each quality. You will find your daily practice improving greatly. 

... Contemplate this Past Month's Spiritual Practice in Terms 

of Anger 

It is very important to similarly contemplate your recent expres

sions of anger and resentment. These are the hardest to purify. 

Compare your expressions of anger and resentment in the past 

to how you feel currently. As a general trend, is it becoming easier 

to let go of them and generate compassion? If not, how will you 

work on this? Again, focus on anger or resentment by remain

ing mindful as these emotions arise. Work with any methods you 

have been given to cut through afflictive emotions. If this is dif

ficult for you, ask your spiritual friend for advice. 
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... Contemplate this Past Month's Spiritual Practice in Terms 

of the View 

If you have received instructions from your lama on abiding 

in the view, or the nature of mind, assess your progress during 

the past month. Were you able to remember to abide in the 

view one hundred times a day? Twenty-one times a day? Three 

times? Have you increased the number of times you remem

bered to practice? Has it become easier? If not, how will you 

improve your practice? 

... Contemplate the Importance of Mastering the Mind 

Your mind must deal with every experience. Think about how 

attaining mastery over the mind will enable you to lose any 

fear of death. Come to the certainty that you must master your 

mind in order to die with confidence. 

... Contemplate the Death of a Pet or Animal You Love 

Imagine that an animal you love very much is ill and close to 

dying. Or, considering what is happening in our world today, 

think that the last of an entire species you love is about to die. 

Recognize that animals have no way to take care of themselves 

spiritually or mentally in this situation. It is not that they do 

not want to; they are simply incapable of doing so. With com

passion for their suffering, also reflect on your good fortune 

in being born as a human being who can take care of yourself 

emotionally and spiritually at the time of death. 

... Contemplate the Death of a Person You Love 

You may have already experienced the death of someone to 

whom you were very close. Perhaps they did not have all the 

spiritual support they needed to die without fear or regret. If 
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so, recall the experience of their death and again reflect on the 

good fortune that you are able to prepare well for your own 

death. If you have not had someone close to you die, imagine 

the death of someone you love and reflect deeply on your wish 

that they will experience no suffering and have all the support 

they need to die mindfully. 

~ Contemplate the Causes and Conditions that Led to Your Birth 

and Will Lead to Your Death 

Recognize the long chain of positive and negative actions that 

brings you to this very moment. Search for a deep understand

ing of karma, causes and conditions, and how you can affect 

your spiritual path with mindful actions from now until death. 

Then cons~der the type of practitioner you wish to be at your 

death and what kind of spiritual support you will want from 

others. Take time to imagine yourself in the dying process. Do 

you have the confidence to die well? Aie you ready? 

Also, reflect on the idea that you may die suddenlYi or dur

ing an accident. How can you be spiritually prepared for that 

experience? 

~ Contemplate Difficulties with Your Death 

As you imagine yourself dying, do any obstacles arise in your 

mind that would prevent you from having the kind of death you 

wish? What are they and what can you do to remove them? 

~ Contemplate Your Ideal Death 

What will your mind be like? What qualities will you have 

developed? What practice will be most important for you to 

do or hear at that time? Who do you want to be there to help 

you stay focused on your practice as you are dying? 
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~ Contemplate Your Level of Practice 

What changes do you need to make in your daily practice to 

best ensure you become the type of practitioner you want to 

be? 

~ Contemplate Your Relationship with a Spiritual Friend 

If you have had the good fortune to meet and make a strong 

connection to a lama or spiritual teacher, reflect on this rela

tionship and what it is like now. Have you developed the kind 

of relationship you envision? If not, what can you do to develop 

this relationship further? 

REviSING YouR DHARMA VISION 

The Dharma Vision is a living and evolving meditation. We are 

always changing and growing in our understanding. I recommend 

that each year, perhaps at the new year or on your birthday, you 

commit to reviewing your vision as aD harma practitioner, assessing 

your progress, and seeing if there is anything new you want to add. 

You may want to again return to the contemplations above. If you 

have done any of this work in a group retreat, it would be fruitful 

for everyone to meet again to review and share both your progress 

and your obstacles. Support each other with kindness and appreciate 

the efforts everyone has made. Your sangha and entrusted Dharma 

friends are most precious! 
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THE DHARMA WILL 

AND PLANNING FOR DEATH 

IN TIBET, most people die at home surrounded by their families. 

And increasingly; this is starting to be the case in America as well, 

with a return·to greater family involvement with the dying process 

and after-death care. I think this is very positive. Our Dharma Wills 

can reflect our aspiration for this involvement of family and entrusted 

Dharma friends and specify our wishes for the kind of death we have 

envisioned. With our legal documents and Dharma Wills completed 

carefully and our wishes clearly understood, we will be able to bring 

the mind's focus at death to our meditation practice. 

All of us need to have a Last Will and Testament whose execution 

meets the statutory requirements of the state we live in. However, the 

Dharma Will we create for our spiritual care at death is not a will in 

the legal sense; it is, quite simply; a document stating our wishes for 

spiritual care as we are dying and immediately after our death. The 

Dharma Will designates the entrusted Dharma friends who will help 

us through the dying process, and is like a spiritual contract with 

Dharma friends for special conduct to be carried out. It also gives 

specific information for contacting a lama, expresses our wishes for 

burial or cremation, states what to do with our ashes if cremation is 
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chosen, and makes plans for charitable contributions to private foun

dations and nonprofits that benefit our society, or to our lama or a 

monastery if prayers and phowa have been requested. Many Buddhist 

practitioners ask monasteries or lamas to perform phowa and purifica

tion rituals, make ritual offerings, and recite texts for a period of forty

nine days after death. It is strongly encouraged to arrange this ahead 

of time as well as plan financially to make the offerings, and include 

this information in your Dharma Will. By doing so, the prayers can be 

recited at the most beneficial time and someone else does not need to 

make arrangements in the midst of a difficult situation. 

Appendix III offers a sample Dharma Will, but here I'll address in 

general what kinds of things might well be covered by the document. 

Considerations for a Dharma Will 

The Dharma Will should include instructions for our entrusted 

Dharma friends and for non-Buddhist family and friends, and requests 

concerning prayers and ceremonies at our burial or cremation (see 

addendums in Appendix III). 

If we do not actually write these documents in a timely manner1 

give them to our family and entrusted Dharma friends, and place 

extra copies in our Dharma Box, we risk losing precious opportuni

ties for liberation when we die. We will not be able to take advantage 

of the fruition of our practice. 

It is helpful to take time now to call or visit local funeral homes 

or crematoriums and discuss our special requests with them. Some 

are more accommodating to Buddhist traditions than others-espe

cially the practice of not moving or disturbing the body for several 

days after death. Ideally we should know which places would be best 

ahead of time. When we do this, we can include their names and 

contact information for our family and entrusted Dharma friends. 
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I have been happy to hear stories of practitioners who were allowed 

to keep the body of their loved one at home for the traditional three 

days after death. Family members and the lama were able to pray 

and do phowa; then they were also allowed to be at the cremation 

to continue praying. This gave the family great confidence that the 

deceased practitioner had received all the blessings needed to sup

port them in their journey in the bardo states. 

Another student told me about organizations that help people 

bring a loved one home from the hospital, nursing home, or hospice 

after death, conduct a funeral at home, and then transport the body 

to the crematorium or burial site after three days. The names and 

website~ of several of these organizations can be found in Appendix 

Iv. If we decide to make such arrangements, we must discuss this 

ahead of time to be sure non-Buddhist family members understand 

why we have requested this and that they are in agreement with this 

wish to be taken home for three days. 

Arrangements should be made in advance so that the details have 

been taken care of and the health ,care staff is or can be advised. We 

must be aware of any legalities surrounding after-death care and we 

must choose a designated person to take care of these details. 

Truly, it is most important that we discuss our entire Dharma Will 

not only with entrusteG! Dharma friends but with our family mem

bers as well. It is imperative that we help our loved ones understand 

our spiritual goals while, at the same time, respecting their feelings 

and beliefs. 

I want to emphasize here that we must focus on true Dharma and not 

become too attached to certain traditions. We should not fall into 

any extremes. While it is good to make a plan for what to do with the 

body after death, we should remember that once the consciousness 

has left the physical body, the body is no longer useful. We may be 
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very attached to our bodies, but we cannot recycle them! Realized 

masters have no attachment to the physical body and are not con

cerned with what happens to it after they die. 

The body has served its purpose and we should let go of any attach

ment to it, turning our attention wholly to the Dharma. 

Practicing Generosity in Preparation for Death 

In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, practitioners who know they are 

going to die distribute their wealth to friends and family beforehand. 

This can actually be beneficial to avoid any arguments among fam

ily members. But regardless of whether we choose to distribute any 

wealth we have acquired before our death or after, we should also 

decide ahead of time what kinds of activities we wish to support. 

We may wish to support schools, nunneries, retreatants, or other 

Dharma organizations. But also, we should practice generosity for 

any positive activity that we feel inspired to contribute to. After all, 
this is the very last action we will take, and the last karma we will 

accrue, based on our activities of this lifetime! We should take some 

time to consider these last acts of charity. 

We have worked hard during our lives. At the time of death, we 

should do something not only for our own benefit, but for all beings 

who will be in the bardos when we die. Requesting prayers and prac

tices to help liberate beings in the bardo states is a meritorious act 

that will go with us on our journey. 



5 
THE DHARMA BOX 

THE DHARMA Box contains all the items we and our entrusted 

Dharma friends will need to help us actualize our Dharma Vision 

and carry out our Dharma Will at the time of death. It will take 

some commitment and diligence to complete our preparation of 

the Dharma Boxi we need to be thorough and include each practice 

and prayer we wish to have recited, as well as all ritual items upon 

which we wish to rely. We will once more benefit by envisioning our 

own ideal deaths, "hearing" our most familiar practices being read 

to us, and thinking about what photos, thangkas, and statues inspire 

us the most. 

Putting together our Dharma Box is an excellent endeavor that 

allows us to continue reviewing our spiritual progress. Many of my 

students found that they had forgotten various oral instructions and 

practicesi by reviewing and consolidating their notes as they planned 

for death, they were able to reinvigorate their current practice. And 

this personal text can serve as a constant reminder of what our teach

ers have instructed us to practice. The scriptures remind us of the 

many aspects of devotion and generosity that we can use to repay our 

spiritual teachers-the greatest being putting their teachings into 

practice. Without this vigilant self-reflection on our own progress, 
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the jewels we have been offered by our teachers become encrusted 

by layers of dirt that will later take great effort to unearth. It is best to 

keep these jewels polished and offer them back tenfold! 

By the conclusion of this book, we will know the niost important 

practices to focus on at the time of death and what written materi

als to gather. If death does not arrive before our annual review of 

the Dharma Will, we can certainly add anything meaningful to our 

Dharma Box at that time. Thus, we can aspire to remain constantly 

mindful of our practices; our progress; the teachings that help us 

increase our devotion, faith, and bodhichitta; and awareness and 

preparation for the always-approaching moment of death. 

I encourage you to set a time for completing the Dharma Box 

quickly and then communicate with family and entrusted Dharma 

friends about its contents and where it is being kept. Again, I suggest 

those participating in a core group of entrusted Dharma friends come 

together to train, listen to each other's Dharma Visions and Wills, 

and become familiar with what is in each person's Dharma Box. 

Students who have been working on their Dharma Boxes suggest 

having a three-ring binder or something similar for each entrusted 

Dharma friend that holds all the practices we wish them to recite. 

All instructions for entrusted Dharma friends and family members 

should be organized, easy to find, and clear. Some/students have given 

the binders to their entrusted Dharma friends as soon as they were 

completed, but they have also put one or two extra binders in the 

Dharma Box as well. If entrusted Dharma friends keep binders with 

them at home, they should ensure that they are kept confidential. 

We should have a separate binder or file with copies of any general 

Tibetan Buddhist prayers we find meaningful. Non-Buddhist family 

and friends are welcome to recite them, but should also be encour

aged to use whatever is familiar to them from their own traditions if 

that is more comfortable for them. 
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A Checklist for Dharma Box Contents 

D A copy of all legal papers ( wills1 medical directives1 etc.) 

D A copy of the Dharma Will 

D Instructions to entrusted Dharma friends 

D Instructions to non-Buddhist family members 

D Binders with copies for ourselves and designated entrusted 

Dharma friends that include: 

D Our daily practice(s) including refuge and bodhisattva vows 

0 Yidam practice 

0 Phowatext 

0 Oral instructions received from our lama (see chapter 15 for 

instructions on who may read this to you) 

D Any other prayers we wish to be recited 

D Dedication prayers 

D Binders with copies of general prayers for non-Buddhist family 

and friends 

D Framed or laminated photos of spiritual guides and deities1 and 

statues and ritual items for the bedside altar (there are some "trav

eling altars" that stand on their own and may be useful) 

0 A photo of yo~rself kneeling and. praying with palms together if 

you wish to have a lama perform phowa or chad for you. (Chad 

is the tantric practice of cutting through self-attachment in which 

we visualize our body as an offering to satisfy the needs1 desires1 

and negative karma of all beings1 and is a very useful practice at 

the time of death1 especially if the deceased is a young person 

who has died in an accident.) If you have previously arranged for 

this1 the photo can be sent ahead to your lama. 

0 Dutsi1 or blessed pills 

0 An extra mala in case your regular mala is not with you 

D Tea lights1 candle holder1 incense and incense holder if we wish 
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(entrusted Dharma friends should consider any respiratory issues 

for us and anyone else who could be affected, as well as whether it 

is permitted in our environment) 

0 Recordings of phowa, mantras, and other recitations 

0 The means to play this recording, along with a set of earphones 

if you wish, or an agreement with entrusted Dharma friends or 

family to have this available 

0 A liberation-by-wearing (Tib. tagdrol) mandala (see chapter 13 for 

more information on these) 

Items such as dutsi and tagdrol mandalas can be obtained from your 

lama, from monasteries, or from the Phowa Foundation. 

Make the time in your life now to complete the important work 

of carefully creating your Dharma Box. You will feel very fortunate 

to have done so at the time of death and will inspire others to do the 

same. Your confidence to die will be greatly increased as you con

tinue your commitment to work diligently on the path and prepare 

for death. 



PART TWO 

----------------~ ----------------

Spiritual Practices 

as the Time of Death Nears 





6 
THE BARDOS OF LIVING AND DYING 

BUDDHISM DESCRIBES the cycle of birth1 death1 and rebirth as a 

series of transitional or intermediate'states called bardos. Many peo

ple have read or at least heard of "The Tibetan Book of the Dead/' 

which is used to guide a dying person and describes in detail the 

experiences of the after-death states. Our current human existence 

is also considered a bardo1 the Bardo of Birth and Living. It1 too1 is a 

transitional state and cannot last forever. 

There are excellent books and translations of texts now available 

in the'West that describe the various bardo states and what we may 

expect to happen after our death. Still1 we may have some confusion 

about what practices to do and the appropriate times to do them1 so 

I will give brief teachings here to help Buddhist practitioners pre

pare for death. These will also be useful for those assisting others 

through the dying process. Once more1 for Buddhists1 I emphasize 

the importance of daily practice so that the bardo states can become 

opportunities for liberation. Non-Buddhists may use these teachings 

to become familiar with the Buddhist view of death and need not be 

concerned about the details. 

Teachings on the bardos are so profound that it is important 

we receive further instruction on them directly from our spiritual 
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teacher. These teachings instruct us in life-long practices that we 

need to hear repeatedly until we are confident in our understanding 

and preparations. 

To approach death in the best possible way1 we need three sup

ports for our practice during the Bardo of Birth and Living. First is 

to meet with an excellent lama. Secondly1 we need to study inten

sively and receive profound instructions from that lama. Thirdly1 we 

need to keep the samaya1 the sacred conduct1 of the lineage purely. If 

we are not familiar with what samaya is1 and especially the .five root 

samayas of the Secret Mantrayana1 we should consult with our lama 

and ask for teachings so that we can be dear what conduct we are to 

keep when we receive certain lineage teachings. But we could say1 in 

the most general way1 that if we uphold or repair the virtuous mind 

of bodhichitta in every situation1 that we are keeping the supreme 

samaya. (A very condensed teaching on the five root samayas can 

be found in Appendix VI.) It is said in the Buddhist scriptures that 

if we have these three supports1 illness and death will be of no con

sequence. These three things are essential supports for dying with 

confidence. 

The texts generally talk about six bardo states; however1 the Bardo 

of Birth and Living includes those of Dreaming and of Meditative 

Concentration1 so the six are condensed into four. We will only 

briefly mention the Bardo of Birth and Living as we have already 

discussed the most effective practices for this bardo when we 

reflected on the Dharma Vision. The essential preparations for the 

time of our death and the after-death bardo states are honest self

reflection and the diligent practice of mindfulness and meditation 

as we have been instructed by a close spiritual teacher. We should 

objectively assess our current practice and our experience of the 

essential meaning of the teachings. The great majority of us do not 
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have the truly excellent capacity to attain liberation before we reach 

the after-death bardos. So it is of utmost importance to be prepared 

for the experiences of the bardos and to train. now to recognize 

them as expressions of our own mind that could be recognized as 

the display of wisdom. 

The Bardo of Birth and Living 

The Bardo of Birth and Living lasts from the moment of birth until 

the moment of death. Each bardo is represented metaphorically in 

the teachings; the metaphor for this bardo is of a hawk who finds the 

perfect place to build a nest. When the hawk dives into the nest, it is 

free of doubt and completely fearless. We practitioners should follow 

this example in our practice and learn to be confident and fearless of 

whatever seeming dangers present themselves. 

The Dream Bardo is contained within this bardo; we all spend 

time in the dream state each night. The metaphor for the Dream 

Bardo is a candle that lights a dark room and dispels the darkness 

of ignorance. This represents learning to become aware while we are 

dreaming and becoming able to meditate in that state. 

The Bardo of Meditative Concentration is all-pervasive; it actually 

applies to all bardos. We enter this bardo when the mind expresses 

the instantaneous self-liberation of any concept that arises. The met

aphor is that of a beautiful woman looking in a mirror. As soon as the 

condition of the mirror being held before her face arises, the image 

appears. In just that same waYi as soon as the mind comes into con

tact with any concept, it is liberated. 

If we have not yet received teachings on self-liberating concepts, 

we can explore what it means to rest in the view by doing prepara

tory practices such as ngondro or reflecting on the Four Mind Turn

ings and seeking instruction from a qualified lama; or when thoughts 
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arise, we can simply let them be and not grasp at them or push them 

away. We do nothave to be rigid and practice only in one way. Expe

rience is gained by trying different things and trying to understand 

what the words of the teachings actually mean in conjunction with 

serious and applied study with a qualified lama. A qualified lama not 

only has deep experience in the practices of self-liberation, but that 

lama is also capable of sharing such experiences with a student if the 

student is qualified to receive such instruction. 

The Bardo of Dying 

The metaphor in the texts for the Bardo ofDying is a king's seal or, in 

modern terms, a travel visa. Just as we can go anywhere with a visa, 

we can use the supreme technique of phowa in this bardo to bring 

ourselves to a favorable rebirth or to attain complete liberation, as 

long as we know the appropriate time to practice as the signs of death 

are appearing. 

We all know that we must die} it is a logical consequence of taking 

birth. And we know that, at the time of our death, we are incapable 

of taking our wealth or possessions or even the people we love and 

cherish the most. When we contemplate the experience of losing 

loved ones and material wealth, we need an indestructible kind of 

meditation to help us through the overwhelming suffering of death. 

Longchenpa, the great Tibetan master who revealed the Longchen 

Nyingthig cycle of the Dzogchen teachings, wrote about this inde

structible kind of meditation in the fourteenth century. He said 

that a yogi must seriously examine the origin of the arising of fear, 

where fear abides, and where it ceases, in order to be completely 

free from the fear of death. When we examine the place of arising, 

abiding, and cessation of fear (or any afflictive emotion) and can

not find them, we should rest in the confidence that all phenomena 
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are beyond arising, abiding, and cessation. This helps us to gain an 

intellectual and intuitive sense of the empty nature of all phenom

ena, and gives us the sense of their ultimate nature. However, it can 

only truly become a living experience when the student relies upon 

a qualified lama who directly introduces that student to the hature 

of mind. Then when we, skillful yogis endowed with certainty in 

the practice of meditation, reach the Bardo of Dying, we will have 

fearless confidence. 





7 
THE SIGNS OF DEATH 

WHEN I WAS LIVING in Tibet, I witnessed the deaths of hundreds 

of people. I was present with them and watched them die. Although 

not everyone had all the signs of death we will discuss, there was no 

one who did not manifest some of them. Each of us, if mindful and 

present during the process of dying, can use the signs of death to 

further our progress on the spiritual path. 

To fulfill our Dharma Visions, we must know the signs of approach

ing death intimately; they are the keys to using our practice in the 

mbst beneficial way. Generally, Western students have little exposure 

to the process of dying, but with this knowledge and sufficient train

ing in mindfulness to recognize the signs as they are happening, our 

prepar.ations for death will bear the fruit we are seeking. Everyone 

who wishes to be an entrusted Dharma friend for another person 

must know these signs well so that precious opportunities will not 

be lost. 

The Dying Process and the Stages of Dissolution 

Untrained individuals and Buddhist practitioners with little expe

rience will find the transitions in the bardo states to be almost 
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instantaneous and unrecognizable; for those with greater training, 

the experiences of the bardo states will vary according to the indi

vidual's ability to abide in the view. The important thing is that we 

need to recognize the signs, apply our daily practice, and attempt to 

abide in the view during the dissolution process in order to achieve 

liberation. 

Dissolution is traditionally classified into many stages, but here I 

will give a condensed summary of three major stages for us to reflect 

upon. The first is the dissolution of the sense faculties; the second 

is the dissolution of the elements; and the third is the continuum of 

appearance, increase, attainment, and full attainment. 

Again, more detailed instruction than I can give here should 

be obtained by cultivating a close relationship with an authentic 

spiritual friend and receiving oral or upadesha instructions on the 

teachings of the great masters. It is important to note that, if we are 

experienced practitioners, we should be ready to practice whatever 

oral instructions we have been given as- the stages of dissolution 

begin. 

The Dissolution of the Senses 

In terms of the five sense faculties, many of us will find that the 

signs of"far-away" death have already occurred. We notice that our 

hearing and vision are not as clear as they used to be, and our body 

has lost some of its flexibility and strength. As death comes closer, 

the degradation of the five faculties is more marked. One thing to 

be mindful of as we train in the signs of approaching death: we 

should not become too attached to the idea that one sense faculty 

always degrades first; it may vary from person to person. 
' 

The first faculty that usually dissolves when death is imminent is 

that of hearing. At this stage we will be unable to clearly hear sounds 
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or voices. In Tibet1 this would usually be the sound of lamas pray

ing around the dying person. We may need to ask for things to be 

repeated1 or we may hear sounds but be unable to understand what 

they mean. All of these are signs that the ear faculty is dissolving. 

Two things should happen at this time. We1 ourselves1 should 

recognize that our hearing is deteriorating and bring to mind any 

instructions or profound teachings that we have been given by our 

root lama. Additionally1 our entrusted Dharma friends should rec

ognize this as a sign of dying and remind us to begin practicing. At 

this time1 the entrusted Dharma friends begin to act as supports to 

our mindfulness. 

This would also be an appropriate time to invite our lama to be 

present if possible and for he or she to give us the introduction to 

the nature of mind or remind us of any critical instructions previ

ously given. 

The next faculty that typically dissolves is the faculty of the eyes. 

Our eyesight may be blurry1 and we may not recognize the faces of 

friends and family. The dissolution of the remaining sense faculties 

would be recognized as the inability for us to smell; the inability to 

taste food; and the inability ofour body to sense it is being touched. 

After one sense faculty begins to deteriorate1 the others will follow 

one after another. 

It is· most important to recognize the beginning of this series 

of dissolutions while the capacity to practice is still strong. Our 

entrusted Dharma friends should recognize any loss of the sense 

faculties as the time to begin reading our daily and yidam practices. 

If we are experienced with phowa1 this would be the time to begin 

practicing. 

We can have hope1 then1 that when we die1 ·our daily practice will 

actually benefit us. If we cannot remember it ourselves1 or at the 

time of death no one is there to remind us1 we can die in an almost 
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unconscious state. In that condition, we will not be able to remem

ber to use these practices while we are dying. 

The possibility of dying in such a way should point out how cru

cial mindfulness training is during our lifetime when we are strong 

and healthy. As the sense faculties dissolve, we must be able to rely 

upon mindfulness. It is the time to remember our lama or, for non

Buddhists, any essential person we have relied upon spiritually or 

any inspiration or teaching of compassion we have received. 

The Dissolution of the Elements 

The following description of how the elements dissolve is more 

familiar to us in Tibet and in other countries where it is com

mon to die at home and without medication. For centuries, these 

observations were accurate and I believe they remain useful even 

today. 

There is no certainty about when the dissolution of the elements 

will begip. The teachings present them as if the five sense faculties 

will dissolve first and then the elements. But when we work with 

people who are dying we sometimes see that these are occurring 

simultaneously. As such, we must train ·in general mindfulness of 

all of the signs and so hope to become aware of when .the elements 

begin to dissolve. If our entrusted Dharma friends are able to do this, 

they will be able to guide us well through these stages and remind us 

of our focus. 

We should know that it is not only at the time of death that the ele

ments can be found in an unbalanced state; we can become ill when 

any element is out ofbalance. Understanding, this, we can influence 

both our physical and mental health by learning how to bring our 

elements into balance. When the earth element is too strong, for 

example, we may experience depression, a lack of diligence, sleepi-
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ness1 or laziness. When our fire element becomes too strong1 we may 

experience an illness that manifests through heat1 perhaps a fever or 

an illness associated with the liver. If our wind element is too high1 

it can manifest as anxiety and sometimes as a chronic mental illness 

like bipolar disorder. 

I have included here a short explanation on how the elements and 

energy in the body interact with one another when we are stillliv

ing1 and then as we are dying. I think many students will find that 

this is helpful in understanding why the Bardo of Dying is a supreme 

opportunity for realization and liberation. 

Generally speaking1 the elements are separate when our bodies 

are functioning properly. The elements are in perfect balance within 

the body1 which allows energy to move freely. Although wind1 which 

carries energy1 is considered a separate element1 it is also contained 

in earth1 water1 and fire. It is the element that helps keep the body's 

functions working properly. 

BrieflYi there are five major types of wind energy: upward-moving 

wind; downward-cleansingwind; heat; all-pervasive energy; and the 

life-upholding wind. When the energy of one element is cut off1 the 

elem'ent becomes charged with energy and the agitation causes the 

impure aspect of that element to dissolve. As a result1 we experience 

the expression of that element dissolving. 

We can receive teachings from our lama about the dissolution of 

the elements that go into great depth and detail. Here it is enough 

for us to understand that when we talk about the dissolution of the 

elements during the dying process1 we are talking about the disso

lution of each element's impure aspect1 which leaves its pure wis

dom aspect behind. Thus1 when an element dissolves1 we have an 

enhanced capacity to abide in or experience the nature of mind. This 

is due to the increased pure energyj or "wisdom wind" in the central 

channel as each element is purified. 



54 - DYING WITH CONFIDENCE 

Simultaneously, changes are occurring in the physical organs of 

the body. We will discuss these as well to understand the outer signs 

that manifest as the body loses .its ability to maintain life. 

The Earth Element, or Flesh, Dissolves into the Water Element 

Earth will be the first element to dissolve. While we will say more 

about the "channels" a little later, right now it is important to know 

that, as each element dissolves, a knot in the channels loosens and 

becomes "untied;' which allows energy to flow through them. The 

energy in the element which is dissolving becomes agitated. This 

separates the pure from the impure aspects of the element, and allows 

the pure aspects to manifest fully. The dissolution of the earth ele

ment, for instance, begins with the knot at the navel corning untied. 

The dissolution causes us to eXRerience its physical expression: the 

heaviness of the body and a degradation in physical strength. We 

typically feel that we are falling into a very deep hole or as though we 

are being pinned down by an entire mountain. We may ask someone 

to help pull us up or make our pillow higher to counteract the feeling 

ofbeing pulled down. This is an outer sign that we and our entrusted 

Dharma friends should recognize. 

At this time, the blood flow to the spleen is cut off. From the Tibetan 

Buddhist point of view, as well as in Chinese medicine, the spleen is 

considered the earth center and the source of the body's chi, or energy, 

and blood. The spleen is said to be responsible for keeping the blood 

contained within the blood vessels, just as the earth forms riverbeds 

and shores to keep water contained. Without blood circulating through 

the spleen, the earth element in the body begins to dissolve into the 

water element. This is when the body begins to feel heavy. 

Kindle mindfulness at this time and recognize that "I am expe-
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riencing the process of death:' The entrusted Dharma friend also 

needs to help the dying person by expressing this out loud. 

Consider this passage from Tsasum Lingpa's Peaceful and Wrathful 

Liberation Upon Hearing (translated by Allison Graboski). 

When the earth element dissolves into water, 

The illusory body feels heavy and tortured [by being] 

pressed down. 

The earth element, the spleen channel, is cut off and the 

earth's wind energy is agitated. 

The thunderous cracking of the destruction of great 

mountains sounds. 

Vidyadhara Lama, draw me out through the strength of your 

compassion. 

After remembering the introduction to intrinsic, primordial 

awareness, 

May I recognize the bar do as the face of my own [mind]. 

The Water Element, or Blood, Dissolves into the Fire Element 

This dissolution begins when the knot at the heart center comes 

untied. The branch channels that connect the kidneys to the other 

bodily systems are cut off. The kidneys govern water, so we will feel 

the need to expel liquid from the body quickly; even if we are unable 

to do so. Liquid will leak from the mouth and nose and we will feel 

very thirsty. With some people, steam can actually be seen corning 

off the top of the head. The kidneys also store the essential chi in the 

body. With the kidneys unable to function, the body can no longer 

accumulate the energy needed to maintain life. 

Again, reflect on the words ofTsasum Lingpa: 
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When the water element dissolves into fire, 

The mind buzzes; the mouth and nose are dry and [cannot 

draw in air]. 

The water element, the kidney channel, is cut off and the 

water's wind energy is agitated. 

The crashing of great ocean waves appears. 

Vidyadhara Lama, draw me out through the strength of your 

compassion. 

After remembering the introduction to intrinsic, primordial 

awareness, 

May I recognize the bar do as the face of my own [mind]. 

The Fire Element, or Warmth, Dissolves into the Wind Element 

As the knot in the throat area comes untied, the energy of the fire 

element becomes agitated. The impure aspect of fire dissolves and 

its pure wisdom aspect enters the central channel. Physically, our 

breathing pattern is affected and we are no longer able to speak. The 

liver's connection to the other bodily systems is cut off and, with its 

energy impeded, the blood vessels cannot remain open. The blood 

flow diminishes and the body's warmth begins to dissipate. 

The warmth of the body will gather and move out of the body 

from one end to the other. It may start at the feet and move to the 

top of the head or vice-versa. It is said that for someone who has not 

gathered the two accumulations of wisdom and merit, developed 

bodhichitta, and trained in the experience of primordial wisdom, 

the heat will gather in the head, move to the toes, and leave the body 

through the bottoms of the feet. For someone who has trained in 

these, the heat will move from the feet upward and leave the body 

through the top of the head. 

Tsasum Lingpa says: 
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When the element of fire dissolves into wind, 

Breath is shallow and words [are unclear], the eyes roll up. 

The fire element, the liver channel, is cut and the fire's wind 

energy is agitated. 

The roar of fire sounds. 

Vidyadhara Lama, draw me out through the strength of your 

compassion. 

After remembering the introduction to intrinsic, primordial 

awareness, 

May I recognize the bardo as the face of my own [mind]. 

The Wind Element, or Breath, Dissolves into Consciousness 

At this point in the dying process, the knot at the secret area below 

the navel loosens and comes untied. The place of the breath's natu

ral abiding, the lungs, is cut off from the rest of the body and the 

breath becomes agitated. The lungs are considered the "master" of 

the body's energy, or chi. They sit at the top of the body's main cavity 

and are connected to the throat above and the heart and liver below. 

All bodily chi is said to have its physical origin in the lungs, which 

then transport the energy to the other organs. Once the connections 

to the lungs are cut o~ the "coarse" or physical breath is interrupted 

and we are not able to breathe. The oxygen-deficient blood then 

flows into the heart. 

On a subtle level, the first four wind energies are dissolving into 

the life-upholding wind, the breath that keeps us alive. The mixing 

of the different wind energies in the body causes the impure wind 

aspect to dissolve and the pure aspect to enter into what is called 

the five-colored lifeforce channel. When it enters this channel, the 

relationship between the coarse physical breath and the subtle wind 

energy is severed. 
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It is said in the scriptures that the blood then pulses into our heart 

three times and we exhale three times, but we are no longer able to 

inhale. At this point our "outer breath" ceases. 

When I was in Tibet with my uncle, who is a great chad practitio

ner, I conducted a rather unscientific experiment. Chad is a tantric 

practice in which one makes one's own body an offering to satisfy 

the needs and desires of all beings, and to overcome attachment, self

clinging and negative karma. Chad practitioners in Tibet perform 

sky burials; they cut up bodies and offer them to vultures. When I 

went with my uncle to do this, I would examine the bodies. I wanted 

to find out if they were going to bleed or not, because according to 

the teachings, the blood should have been drawn into the heart and 

they should not bleed. In fact, I found that dead bodies do not bleed. 

A little blood may come from the flesh, but when you think about 

how much blood is actually in a person's body, they really do not 

bleed. 

Let's tum to one last passage from Tsasum Lingpa: 

When the element of wind dissolves into the consciousness, 

Warmth condenses and outer appearances set. 

The wind element, the lung channel, is cut off and the wind 

energy is agitated. 

A sound like a dragon's roar resounds. 

Vidyadhara Lama, draw me out through the strength of your 

compassion. 

May the realization of profound wisdom completely manifest 

[and] may I recognize the bardo as the face of my own [mind]. 

When wind dissolves into consciousness, we are close to the 

moment of death, but according to Buddhist texts we are not actu

ally dead until the "inner breath" ceases. The Bardo of Dying is not 
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yet complete. This time1 when the outer breath has ceased and before 

the inner breath ceases1 is one of the most beneficial times for a lama 

to be present. 

It is very difficult for a dying person to recognize the moment when 

the outer breath ceaseSj we need knowledgeable entrusted Dharma 

friends1 and our lama if possible1 as well as incredible mindfulness at 

this time. Yet if we practice now1 it will definitely benefit us! 

In the West1 the signs of the dissolution of the elements may be 

difficult to notice if life-support technology takes over some of the 

dying person's bodily functions. If we are practitioners with strong 

faith in Dharma and we believe that we are dying1 we may want 

to decide in advance about using life support when we are at this 

advanced stage in the dying process1 leaving advance directives to 

inform friends1 family, and physicians about our wishes. This is1 of 

course1 a very emotional decision for the friends and family of the 

person who is dying1 and one that is difficult to make when the pro

cess of death has actually begun. I believe that each and every being 

should have the right to make these decisions for themselves and to 

die as they wish. 

The Cessation of the Inner Breath 

After the dissolution of the elements culminates in the cessation of 

the outer breath1 then comes the cessation of the inner breath. Four 

stages lead up to this: the stages of appearance1 increase1 attainment1 

and full attainment. We'll explore each of them below in order. As 

these stages progress from one to another1 the male and female ener

gies that reside in their respective white ("Lunar") and red ("Solar") 

bodily channels must be purified and moved into the central chan

nel. For an ordinary practitioner1 this will take around three days. 

For a great practitioner or master who can abide for long periods of 
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time in meditative concentration, the inner breath will not cease for 

perhaps one or two weeks. 

The Stage of Appearance 

The dissolution of the wind element causes the purified white, male 

essence to begin moving downward from the crown of the head 

toward the heart. At this time, we will see a very vast and perfectly 

pure sky lit up by a halo of white light, as though there were a very 

bright moon in the sky. Everything we see is of that pure white 

color-first the vast sky and the halo of white light and then every

thing turn'S completely white. The moon is symbolic of the male 

consort or masculine energy; the white light is the expression of the 

perfectly pure self-radiance of the consciousness. This stage is named 

appearance because the self-radiance of the consciousness is natu

rally able to appear. 

The inner sign of this stage is the manifestation of the "wisdom 

of appearance;' which is an experience of uncommon mental clarity 

free of any concepts. The mind itself is filled with clear white light. 

It is not a sense of the body filling with light-this light is the experi

ence of clear awareness. When we are alive, the mind is said to "ride 

the wind energy;' which puts the mind in motion and creates the 

arising of concepts. Now that the wind energy has dissolved, the 

mind's motion ceases, along with conceptual thought and memory. 

All anger has ceased as well. This state of clear awareness, along with 

the absence of anger, is called the luminosity of appearance or empty 

luminosity. 

The vision of white light and this experience of inner clarity can 

be so beautiful we might feel attachment or craving toward it, but it 

is important to recognize that this experience oflight is not the same 

as liberation. This can be a particular problem for Western students, 
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who frequently hear in their cultu.re that we should "go into" the light. 

Attachment to this light will become cause for rebirth in samsara. 

Dzogchen practice enables us to cut through the attachment that is 

likely to arise (it is important to have received instruction before

hand from an experienced, qualified teacher). At this point, it would 

be very helpful for an entrusted Dharma, friend to whisper in our ear, 

"Remember, no matter what appearances arise in your mind, do not 

become attached to them:' 

The Stage of Increase 

The red, female essence from the mother is purified of attachment 

and ascends the central channel from the navel toward the heart. The 

sun is symbolic of feminine energy; and the outer sign of this stage is 

the sky at dawn tinged with beautiful red. The inner sign at this stage 

is called "the wisdom of increase" and is a feeling of bliss indivis

ible from clear awareness. This experience is called the luminosity of 

increase. 

As sentient beings we are extremely habituated to attachment. 

Even though in this particular stage of dying the poison of attach

ment naturally dissolves, we can still generate attachment to this 

experience. So if we have any mindfulness whatsoever at this point, 

it is important for us to cut through our attachment to the experience 

of bliss and clarity that arises at this stage. We can prepare for this 

every day by, for instance, enjoying without attachment the beauty 

of a sunrise. 

The Stage of Attainment 

The pure aspects of the male and female have now moved through 

the central channel, the white essence descending and the red 
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essence ascending. When they meet in the heart center1 they cover 

the consciousnes.s. The life-upholding wind as well as the channels 

to the heart are now cut off; the blood can no longer move out of the 

heart and we "faint:' All outer appearances turn black. 

This stage is called the luminosity of attainment. The inner sign1 

called "the wisdom of attainment;' is a heightened experience of 

indivisible bliss and clarity that is free of any concept or thought. 

This is the natural ceasing ofbewilderment1 symbolized by fogginess 

or darkness-the origin from which ignorance can arise is no longer 

present. We should cut through any aversion to the darkness of this 

stage with effordess mindfulness. 

At this time1 the five subde gates of sensory consciousnesses

the five organs that enable us to see1 hear1 smell1 taste1 and feel

dissolve. Non-conceptual mind dissolves into the expanse, free of 

sensory feeling, and we abide in cessation. Additionally, the texts of 

many masters say that dissolution of consciousness into space has 

occurred at this point. 

The Stage ojFullAttainment 

If we have received an introduction to the nature of mind and have 

trained extensively, we will awaken from the experience of darkness 

and fainting to the naked experience of a perfecdy pure sky, the clear 

cloudless sky of autumn, completely non-dual and free of concepts. 

This is the ground luminosity1 and it is free oflimitations1 and of any 

characteristics that give it shape or dimension. As the experience is 

completely stainless, this stage is called full attainment. This is the 

nature of Dharmakaya, and if we recognize it and are able to rest 

in it free of any contrivance, we may realize the vast expanse of the 

Dharmakaya and attain liberation. 

The ground luminosity appears to all beings going through the 
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process of dying, but if we have not received an introduction to the 

nature of mind, instructions on how to abide in the nature of mind, 

and trained in that extensively during our lifetimes, the appearance 

of ground luminosity will be instantaneous and unrecognizable. At 

this point, the inner breath ceases. 

It is uncertain how long the appearance of the ground luminos

ity will last for an experienced-practitioner. Scriptures say it will last 

about as long as it takes to eat a meal (note that in Tibet, that is not a 

very long time!). There are many practices that we can train in dur

ing our lives to make the appearance of the ground luminosity more 

stable: tsa lung, or yantra yoga; practices of the channels, energies, 

and essences; habituation to abiding in the view itself; experience in 

meditation; and having a stable shamatha, or calm-abiding, practice. 

These techniques and experiences enable us to abide in this state 

longer. 

To understand such a profound idea as the ground luminosi~ 

we should take time to study texts like the Uttaratantra, Mipham 

Rinpoche's Beacon of Certainty, and also the logic of Madhyamika, 

the Middle Way philosophy founded by Nagarjuna. In these texts, 

buddha-nature, the primordially pure enlightened essence, is 

described and defined in great detail. Based on these studies, we 

will be able to understand how the expression and recognition of 

the naked Dharmakaya are possible. If we are to really strive to put 

these teachings into practice, it is most important that we gain true 

experience and don't just take the teachings at face value. In terms 

of the experience of the ground luminosity, merely talking about 

receiving such teachings does not help us to recognize that experi

ence-not even a little bit. 

Liberation is easier, of course, during this state because the three 

poisons of anger, desire, and bewilderment have naturally ceased. 

During our human existence, we have to work hard to purify our 
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afflictive emotions. However, at the moment of this particular expe

rience, they natur;llly dissolvej if we have trained well, our practice 

will be powerful and we will attain results. 

Again, it is important to recognize that our ability to practice in 

the moment of the ground luminosity totally depends on our life

long practice and our prior training in mindfulness and discernment. 

This should help us think about the kind of practice we need to have 

over our lifetime in order to recognize this moment and whether 

we can make that kind of commitment to practice in our Dharma 

Vision. We can at least aspire to become this kind of practitioner and 

to receive teachings that will lead us to this ability. 

We-should also aspire to train with an authentic and experienced 

teacher on the practices of cutting through-rangdrol, cherdrol, and 

shardrol in Tibetan-so that we are able to rest undistractedly in the 

natural state at the time of death. 



8 
LIBERATION IN THE BARDOS AFTER DEATH 

LET ME FIRST answer a question that often arises in students' minds: 

"How is it that someone knew the experiences of the bardo states 

after death and wrote them down in so much detail?" The answer is 

that there is a tradition of uncommon yogis called delogs1 those who 

"come-and-go" between life and death. These are beings who are said 

to die completely and remain dead for at least a week or two. They are 

able to enter other realms1 other states1 and then come back to life. 

These yogis1 as well as some omniscient practitioners like Padma

salnbhava1 have described each stage of the bardo in great detail. 

Their writings have evolved into the tradition ofbardo teachings and 

preparation for the experience of death through meditation. 

One. of my root teachers1 Dorlo Rinpoche1 was just such a delog 

in a past incarnation. He wrote a book about his experiences after he 

died and went to benefit beings in another realm. Almost all of what 

he wrote could be straight from the bardo commentaries. 

I will not go into as much detail here as the delogs have done1 as 

many accounts of their journeys into the bardo states are available in 

the West. And you will find detailed descriptions of the appearances 

of the Bardo of Suchness in texts such as The Tibetan Book of the 

Dead. Here1 I will again give a condensed version of teachings that 
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will hopefully motivate us not only to study more with an authentic 

lama, but to practice with great diligence and focus! 

Attaining Fearless Confidence 

To have fearless confidence upon which we can rely in the Bardo of 

Suchness, we must have practiced diligently in the Bardo of Birth 

and Living. We cannot naively think that meditative stability will 

somehow be naturally possible in this bardo. That is a fantasy we 

should abandon. 

If we really have fearless confidence along with a lifetime of dili

gent training in the luminosity of the path, we would be able to 

recognize the ground luminosity as the mind's true nature in its 

first instant of appearance in the Bardo of Dying. The lack of such 

confidence is one of the factors that can cause us to enter the Bardo 

ofSuchness.Just as a reminder, it becomes more and more difficult 

to recognize opportunities for liberation the deeper we go into the 

bardo states. 

One way to practice fearlessness in the bardos is in our dreams. 

Students sometimes tell me that they have experienced in their 

dreams some of the phenomena of the Bardo of Dying or the Bardo 

of Suchness, and become frightened that they were going to die. & 

we fall asleep, our five senses are being cut off in just the same way as 

when we die. We can infer from our experiences in the Dream Bardo 

what the after-death bardo state would be like. If you are a great prac

titioner ofDzogchen, this is a great time to practice. If you are not a 

great practitioner of Dzogchen, then generate loving-kindness and 

compassion to help stabilize your mind. 

When I was young I went alone to a part of Tibet which was said 

to be haunted by ghosts. I did chad practice, went to sleep, and had 

some terrible dreams. In my dreams, I tried to visualize myself as 
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Vajrakilaya and become very wrathful. The dreams became worse. 

Then I remembered my root lama's advice, that bodhichitta is the 

most powerful practice one can do. I did tonglen and compassion 

practices and my dreams became very positive! 

The Bardo ofSuchness 

As a general note, the teachings of great masters sometimes explain 

the exact moment when the Bardo of Suchness begins and the inner 

breath ceases with slight distinctions. These experiences are occur

ring very quickly-perhaps there is only a moment between one 

stage and the next. If you do extensive reading on this subject, please 

do not see these explanations as contradictory. They are related to 

that particular master's experience as it unfolded. 

If we cannot recognize the first instant of the ground luminosity 

in the Bardo of Dying and attain liberation, we will enter the Bardo 

of Suchness. To achieve liberation in the Bardo of Dying, one must 

have superior faculties. However, even a practitioner of middle 

capacity can master the Bardo of Suchness, the expression of the 

Sambhogakaya. 

At this point, our consciousness has gone through a transfor

mation; it no longer. resembles our afflicted or conceptual con

sciousness. Wisdom is all that remains. It is as though our ordinary 

consciousness has dissolved into something vast like the sky. This 

gives us a great opportunity for practice. Thus, there are many pro

found instructions for this bardo that we should aspire to receive 

from our lama. 

In the Bardo of Dying, the manifestation of the Dharmakaya 

was based on the strength of the four luminosities in the stages of 

appearance, increase, attainment, and full attainment. To gain lib

eration in the Bardo ofSuchness, we must recognize all appearances 
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as expressions of our own mind. In order to do this, we must have 

elicited the perfectly pure meaning of the instructions we have 

received and practiced them exactly as they were taught. Then we 

can experience the appearances of the Bardo of Suchness com

pletely free of fear and know they are the play of wisdom. Based on 

this understanding, we once more have an opportunity to attain 

liberation. 

In this state where all sense faculties and elements have dissolved, 

all phenomena are empty and vast like the sky. The metaphor for 

the Bardo of Suchness is the union of Samantabhadhri, the aspect 

of emptiness, with Samantabhadra, the aspect of clarity. At the first 

moment of "awakening" to this bardo, we once again experience 

the ground luminosity that we were unable to recognize in the last 

moments of the Bardo of Dying. If a lama is present with us at this 

time, he or she would whisper over and over again the instructions 

to abide in the indivisibility of clarity and emptiness. 

Should we recognize this luminosity now as the mind's true 

nature, we will be liberated instantly and complete our journey in 

the bardo states. If not, we will have more opportunities, but as we 

progress further into the bardo state they become more difficult to 

recognize. 

The Luminosities of the Bardo of Suchness 

Expressions of wisdom appear in this bardo because we are now 

free of the eight kinds of ordinary consciousnesses; the reliance of 

the consciousnesses upon sense objects no longer exists. Thus, the 

pure aspects of the five skandhas-of form, feeling, perception, kar

mic formations, and consciousness-become all-pervasive. Our 

inherently present buddha~nature is a natural attribute; therefore 

any expression of this as sacred sound, buddha realms, deities, etc. 
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must also be inherently present as a natural attribute. Thus the mind's 

perfectly pure five qualities of wisdom are expressed. 

Although we experience the sounds1 lights1 and images ("forms") 

of this bardo in stages1 they are actually appearing at the same time. 

Without great mindfulness at this point and without understanding 

these phenomena as expressions of the mind's awareness1 we will feei 

great fear. We will experience all the appearances as if they were out
side of us. 

In the bardos1 there is a constant tendency of the untrained mind 

to generate either fear or attachment. First we experience something 

we find unpleasant1 and then suddenly there is something we expe

rience as very pleasant. We must recognize the sounds1 lights1 and 

forms as expressions of wisdom andwe must avoid generating attach

ment or aversion toward any of them. If we generate attachment1 we 

will go on to take rebirth in one of the six realms of sentient beings

the hell realms1 the realm of hungry ghosts1 the animal realms1 the 

human realm1 the realm of jealous gods1 or the god realms-rather 

than achieve liberation here in the bardo. 

The Five Days of Meditative Concentration 

During the Bardo of Suchness1 we will experience what is called 

the jive days of meditative concentration. Each "day" corresponds to 

the appearance of one of the Five Wisdom Buddhas-Vairochana1 

Akshobhya1 Ratnasambhava1 Amitabha1 and Amoghasiddhi-and 

their retinues. These days cannot be measured in relative time; they 

last as long as our meditation allows them to last. A "day" merely 

refers to the recognition of and abiding in non-conceptual wisdom 

in relation to the appearance of a certain buddha. If we cannot abide 

in the first day1 it will be over in an instant and the second day will 

begin. 
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The texts say that we will experience blinding lights streaming from 

the heart centers of the buddhas and their retinues to our heart cen

ters. If we are mindful and aware that we are in the bardo state, we can 

recognize these lights as expressions of wisdom. Abiding in this state 

can lead us to liberation. Although we are free ofbody and mind, we 

still have habitual tendencies to see and hear as if we still inhabited 

a body. So if we have not mastered fearlessness, we will experience 

fear or aversion to the light shooting into the mind's "eyes"i at this 

time it is important not to have any impatience with this experience. 

The blinding lights are interspersed with pleasant calming lightsi we 

must be careful not to generate attachment toward them. 

Although ordinary practitioners acting as entrusted Dharma 

friends will not know exactly what we are experiencing after the 

outer breath has ceased, they should remind us that the appearances 

are arising from our own minds and not, to generate attachment or 

aversion to the lights. This reminder should be given for at least a 

week after death. 

Sometimes Western students wonder if, due to their different 

culture, they will see these buddhas differently than they appear in 

Tibetan thangkas, but their appearance depends more on habitu

ation than culture. Only those with strong habituation to practice 

will actually perceive any of the Wisdom Buddhasi others with less 

practice or without training may see only light. All appearances 

arise based on your own grasping and attachment, and appear in a 

unique way according to your karma and your state of mind. It is 

more important to understand how appearances arise in the mind 

rather than the form they take. If we get too attached to the forms 

that arise, we will be distracted from the practice of meditation 

and our fundamental goals-to experience bodhichitta and abide 

in the view at the time of death. Any visual expression of form 
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or color is not really important; rather, we must learn to liberate 

those expressions the moment they arise, so that we are without 

grasping. 

The Peaceful and Wrathful Deities 

After the five days of meditative concentration pass, the forty-two 

peaceful deities appear. Again, there will be blinding and pleas

ant lights toward which we must generate neither fear nor attach

ment. Due to our strong habitual tendencies, we may not recognize 

these appearances as expressions of our own mind and may lose the 

opportunities that go with the stage of the appearance of the peace

ful deities. 

On the seventh day, Vidyadharas, or "awareness holders/' will 

appear along with wisdom dakinis, again accompanied by blinding 

and pleasant lights. If we are still without recognition, the fifty-eight 

wrathful deities will appear on the eighth day. Because these appear

ances are so terrifying, we can prepare ourselves to great benefit by 

looking at such images now until we no longer find them terrifying 

or distasteful. An authentic teacher can decide whether working with 

the wrathful deity practices is appropriate for our level. 

Next, we will hear a loud, frightening sound like numerous thun

derclaps. If we have not worked with sound as part of our daily prac

tice, this experience can also lead to great fear and aversion. But if we 

are free of fear and recognize the noise as an expression of our own 

mind, then it can be a condition for liberation. 

The next luminosity arises as lights that are almost blinding. The 

analogy given is that they are like weapons. These multi-colored 

lights are so bright it feels as if we are being stabbed with .knives. 

Again, we must not generate fear or aversion. 
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The Four Types of Liberation 

A Dzogchen yogi, who has taken up the lama's introduction to the 

nature of mind with extreme diligence, will recognize the sounds, 

lights, and rays as expressions ofhis or her own mind. 1his is the rec

ognition of intrinsic wisdom, the wisdom of indivisible appearance 

and emptiness. Such a yogi would attain liberation into the Dharma

kaya in the Bardo of Dying. 

Agreat practitioner of "generation stage" yoga-the yoga in which 

one meditates on forms, sounds, and thoughts as having the nature of 

deities, mantras, and wisdom-will recognize the light and rays as the 

body of the yidam and retinue, and the sounds as mantra or sacred 

speech. With great habituation to meditation on the yidam deity, this 

type of practitioner will see all appearances as the yidam and attain 

the Sambhogakaya in the Bardo of Suchness. 

A third type of yogi, who sees illusory appearances as empty, 

attains the Nirmanakaya liberation. Someone who has diligently 

trained and has strong habituation to seeing phenomena as illusory 

will not grasp at the sounds, lights, and rays as real, but will naturally 

perceive them as dreamlike and insubstantial. 

A fourth type of liberation is possible for a yogi who realizes 

that all appearances in samsara and nirvana arise from the mind, or 

are "self-arisen:' With this habituation, the yogi will recognize the 

appearances in the bardo as expressions of the mind and will achieve 

the liberation ofRupakaya, or the "essence body:' 

The texts say that we should examine these four types of medi

tation to see which one suits our aptitude or natural ability. Then 

we should train in that type of meditation with extreme diligence. 

This will enhance our ability to attain liberation through that par

ticular method. 
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The Bardo of Existence 

If we have not been able to recognize the experiences in the Bardo 

of Suchness as expressions of our own mind and attain liberation, 

we will enter the Bardo of Existence. For the majority ofbeings, this 

bardo state lasts about forty-nine days. After that we will take birth 

according to our karma and habitual tendencies. Yet, in the Bardo of 

Existence, it is still possible to influence where we will take birth. 

The Bardo ofExistence is a state where almost anything can appear. 

As in dreams, we may feel that we are falling down into a deep hole 

or that weapons are hitting us from behind. It is most beneficial if we 

have practiced recognizing our dreams in the Dream Bardo and can 

apply this to the Bardo ofExistence. When we recognize that we are 

dreaming, we have the ability to take action. For example, if we are at 

the top of a cliff we can make a decision to jump rather than fall. We 

can transcend fear; this is very useful training. 

If a lama were practicing for our benefit for forty-nine days, he or 

she would constantly be reminding us that all appearances before us 

are like dreams, that anything appearing in our mind is a manifesta

tion of the three poisons. He or she would read to us the important 

instructions that we were given in our lifetime. If we are able to rec

ognize that we are in the Bardo of Existence, we can pray with devo

tion to our yidam deity and ask to take rebirth in that deity's pure 

land. In that case we can transcend taking birth in the womb, taking 

birth instead in a realm that is beneficial for Dharma practice. 

If we have been unable to use any of the opportunities up to this 

point, we still have one last chance to choose parents who will be 

supportive of Dharma practice. If we have mindfulness, our con

sciousness can choose to be born in a supportive family endowed 

with compassion. If we have had no training in mindfulness, then we 
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will simply take birth according to our karma as one of the six types 

of sentient beings. 

The idea of a tulku, or emanation of a bodhisattva, has become 

popular these days. If we have the ability to choose the realm in which 

to take birth, we would visualize the father and mother as Vajrasattva 

and his consort, Vajratopa. Upon entering the womb, we would visu

alize our own mind awareness as a blue HUNG syllable or the heart 

mantra of our yidam deity. It would then be possible to take birth as 

a tulku or as an emanation of a wisdom being. It would be helpful to 

have a picture or a thangka ofVajrasattva and Vajratopa to study and 

keep in our meditation room to help us recognize our parents as dei

ties when we take birth. 

We need a strong visualization practice or we will not be able to 

visualize Vajrasattva and his consort. We also need great mindfulness 

and compassion. In order to practice in the bardos we must increase 

our mindfulness each day and become accustomed to abiding in the 

view. We should receive instruction on the Dream Bardo and how 

to recognize that we are dreaming and to meditate in our dreams. 

We must develop faith and devotion. There are many stories of prac

titioners of guru yoga, the practice of mixing one's mind with the 

teacher's mind, who remembered their root teacher in the bardos 

and were liberated! 



9 
THE PRACTICE OF PHOWA 

I RECEIVED THIS phowa teaching from my root lama, Kyabje Tsara 

Dharmakirti Rinpoche, who was a realized master of the Longchen 

Nyingthig lineage. The blessing is particularly profound when such 

a teaching is directly passed on from a pure lineage. The teaching I 

am giving here is very condensed, yet still has all that is necessary to 

understand how to use this practice for ourselves and others. 

To fulfill the aspirations of our Dharma Visions and approach 

death with confidence, we must have both an intimate knowledge of 

the signs of death and mastery of the practice of phowa. Many stu

dents receive phowa teachings, but often they do not put the teach

ings into regular practice. Without practice, their once-strong faith 

in Dharma is slowly eroded. Various texts state that if, at the time of 

death, we have not made an ad~quate effort and mastered techniques 

of meditation or instructions from our lama, we could be filled with 

regret and fear. In this case, our death would be accompanied by 

strong afllictions and turn out to have even worse consequences than 

that of an untrained person. If an entrusted Dharma friend or a lama 

comes to help us in this situation, how will they be able to guide us? 

Mastery of phowa can be potent enough to be useful even if we 

have not mastered other techniques. Phowa is a method that we can 
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rely upon in the Bardo of Dying. It is important for Dharma practi

tioners to make the effort to learn phowa and practice it periodically 

so they can actually use it at the time of death. 

There are five types of phowa that I will talk about briefly here 

to help us understand the .possibilities for liberation that can result 

from sincere practice. 

1he Dharmakaya Phowa 

When we abide in the D harmakaya at the time of death, we practice 

the supreme type of phowa and attain "liberation without entering 

the bardo state:' As we mentioned earlier, this is for a practitioner 

of the most excellent capacity and is attained by very few. Mastery 

is based on supreme diligence as well as being completely free of 

any doubts about the view. Such a practitioner is not only able to 

abide in the view during practice but in the post-meditation state 

as well. 

Dharmakaya phowa depends on a lama introducing us to the 

nature of mind. The lama reminds us that all beings have buddha

nature, the cause for realization. Based on this introduction, it may 

be possible to abide in intrinsic w!sdom as the outer breath ceases. 

Our life-long training would culminate in recognizing the ground 

luminosity as indivisible from the nature of mind to which we have 

been introduced by our lama. 

In order to accomplish this, we must have a long-term, unwaver

ing commitment to practice, great faith, good karma, and an uncom

monly close relationship with a lama. We must have cut through any 

doubts about the view. Knowing this should motivate us to practice 

and to be diligent in our training, especially in using analysis and 

contemplation together to cut through any doubts. I want to empha

size again the importance of relying upon an authentic teacher who 
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has mastered these teachings. Then it is possible for us to apply for 

our "phowa visa" and be able to use it! 

The Sambhogakaya Phowa 

Practitioners of middle capacity practice Sarnbhogakaya phowa. 

This is the union of the generation and perfection stages, two stages 

of practice in the Secret Mantrayana teachings. When we say that 

these two are indivisible, we are talking about purifying all appear

ances and seeing them as the deity and, at the same time, recognizing 

the empty nature of appearances and abiding in the union of these 

two. At the time of death, when appearances arise in the mind, prac

titioners of this phowa recognize all of these appearances as the man

dala, a celestial palace, or the yidam deity. Based on that recognition, 

liberation is attained. 

We must train diligently through contemplation and through 

abiding in the view to cultivate the conviction that all things are illu

sory. This will cut through our grasping to appearances as being real. 

Then, whatever appearances are in front of us will not matter at all. 

w'e will simply think to ourselves, "This is illusory, like a dreamj this 

is an expression of my own mind." Then appearances will lose their 

power over us. 

The Nirmanakaya Phowa 

The third type of phowa is Nirmanakaya phowa. This type of phowa 

is actually the pathway for the birth of a tulku, or reincarnated lama. 

It is based on an immeasurable motivation of compassion for sen

tient beings. A master of meditation who wishes to take birth in a 

certain realm would obtain the ripening empowerments from his 

or her lama, receive bodhisattva and Vajrayana vows, and become 
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extremely skillful at the generation and perfection stages. After 

death, the consciousness of the practitioner would go through the 

bardo states until the Bardo of Existence and take birth as a tulku, a 

realized being who is able to benefit others. 

Transference Based on Three Metaphors 

The fourth type of phowa is called transference based on three meta

phors. This enables us to practice the transference of our own con

sciousness. It is appropriate for anyone at any point on the path. 

Milarepa said that phowa is a path that can be practiced by those 

who lack experience or who are not highly skilled at meditation. 

This is very appropriate for Western students who may not yet have 

developed a great capacity to practice meditation. It is also said that 

for a being who has cultivated non-virtue, phowa can fiercely purify 

that karma. So even for that being, phowa is an accessible practice. 

However, we should not think of this type of phowa as only being 

for beginning practitioners. This is a practice that each and every stu

dent of the Vajrayana should master during their lifetime. 

THE THREE METAPHORS TO RELY UPON 

Traditionally, three metaphors are relied upon to illustrate the effec

tiveness of this type of phowa practice, and how it is possible to send 

the consciousness out of this physical body. Here is brief description 

and exploration of each of them: 

~ The first metaphor depicts the central channel as the path. 

In order to go to a particular destination, we need a path, 

a way to get there. So, in phowa practice, the path is the 

central channel going straight up the body from the navel 

area to the top of the head. 
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,. The second metaphor depicts the consciousness as a trav· 

eler. The meaning of this metaphor is that our conscious

ness isn't always going to be in the same body or in the 

same place. It moves around. In this caseJ it is going to 

move out of the present body. 

,. The third metaphor depicts the pure landJ the "dwelling 

place" of enlightened beingsJ as the consciousness' desti

nation. We visualize it about an arrow's length above our 

heads. 

When we practice phowa based on the three metaphorsJ from the 

point of view of conventional reality, our ordinary way of thinkingJ 

we are sending the consciousness to a pure landJ seen as our home or 

birthplace. From the point of view of ultimate reality} we are simply 

sending the consciousness into the unborn Dharmakaya. We can rely 

on either of these two views depending on our level of experience. 

The great protector Maitreya said that when one realizes the state 

of equality} or the nature of mindJ there are no lower realms or lower 

births. All is the expression of a pure land. We often think of the pure 

realms of realized beings as existing somewhere outside of us. It is 

important to realize thatJ in regards to a pure landJ there is no place 

to go. The only pure realm is mastery of the mind. 

Our own perception is dominated by impurity. We don't need 

many reminders of how agitated our minds become by outer condi

tions; we are constantly upset by situations that we view impurely. 

Perhaps while we are walking we are approached by someone who 

is begging or someone that we·don't likeJ and we become disturbed 

and agitated. This has to do with our inner experience and the way 

that we perceive the world. Yet it is possible to purify the mind so 

that we see all as a pure land. 

When we speak about a bodhisattva being realized} it means that 
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he or she can see beyond duality, beyond attachment or dislike. A 

bodhisattva cannot be harmed by outer things. This is all the result of 

mastery over the mind. We can calmly bear the outer things that tend 

to hurt us; we have the ability to transform our suffering. 

During the stages of appearance, increase, attainment, and- full 

attainment, there are many opportunities for us to practice phowa 

for ourselves. When the white essence, or thigle, of the father moves 

from the head toward the heart, we "see" a vast sky permeated with 

the light of the moon. Here is our first opportunity to practice after 

the outer breath has ceased. This begins the three-fold stage dur

ing which the three poisons naturally cease. Anger dissolves dur

ing the stage of appearance, desire during the stage of increase, and 

ignorance during the stage of attainment. Examining this logicall)'j 

it makes sense that the process of dying is described as the easiest 

time to attain liberation. In our normal experience, we are constantly 

afflicted by the three poisons, but here there is a very short period of 

time when the three poisons naturally cease. 

We must learn to recognize when to start our phowa practice. Dur

ing the time that the five sense faculties are dissolving, our awareness 

is very clear. This is the time when it is easiest to practice phowa 

for ourselves. If we don't recognize that we are dying until the later 

stages, it becomes more difficult. 

Phowa for Others 

Some practitioners may aspire not only to remind the dying person 

of their phowa practice and read the text to them, but also to practice 

a type of phowa for someone who is in the process of dying or who 

has died. Based on our own mastery of phowa, it is possible to prac

tice for another being. 

When we take up the practice. of phowa for others, we need to work 
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with a technique of visualization that is characterized by unmovable, 

undistracted concentration. Additionally; we should cultivate supe

rior bodhichitta for beings everywhere who are suffering. 

If we wish to do phowa for others, the most important thing is 

to recognize when the person is actually dying. It could be harm

ful to practice at the wrong time. The proper time to do phowa for 

another is when the outer breath has ceased and the inner breath is 

still viable. Even if you do not have an unmistaken experience of the 

view, it is possible to benefit a person simply by virtue of the state of 

mind of the dying person at that time. 

To learn how to practice phowa for others, we must receive 

instructions from our lama or an authentic teacher who has prac

ticed phowa extensively, mastered it, and experienced signs of 

accomplishment. Also, I encourage students to attend several phowa 

retreats, accumulate at least three weeks of intensive practice, attain 

the signs of phowa, and continue with regularly spaced practice ses

sions. Of course, it is impossible to help others without having com

passion and bodhichitta; with strong bodhichitta we may still be able 

to help another even if the signs of phowa have not appeared. You do 

not :have to be a highly realized practitioner to do phowa for another 

person if you do it at the right time and do the practice properly. 

It would be especially beneficial to have several people doing the 

phowa practice together. 

The signs of accomplishing phowa are generally described as: an 

opening on the top of the head where the head touches the central 

channel or a bump on the head in the same place; being able to stick 

a blade of grass in the wound, which oozes light-colored fluid; nau

sea, headache, and sweating. 

Once the inner breath has ceased, it is very difficult to benefit the 

person through phowa practice. The great master Padmasambhava 

said that if we are not completely realized, helping a person after the 
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inner breath has ceased is most difficult; only a great master may 

be able to help at this time. The traditional analogy is that the con

sciousness is like a bewildered dog wandering from place to place. It 

is greatly upset and therefore harder to help. An untrained individual 

will not be certain they have died and will become very confused. 

The mind in this state moves quickly from place to place and is aware 

of many things at once. 

Practices for Someone Who Has Died Suddenly 

If an experienced chad practitioner is available, they should be invited 

to do chad and phowa for the deceased. This is especially beneficial 

if that person was young and healthy and died in an accident. A lama 

with strong bodhichitta can also be invited to do a wrathful prac

tice like Vajrakilaya during or even after the forty-nine days follow

ing death. A practice like this can be requested through contacting a 

Buddhist monastery or an organization like the Phowa Foundation. 

If the person has committed suicide, chad or wrathful practices 

are done by accomplished practitioners. If a practitioner is not expe

rienced at practicing chad, it is better to do the Heart Sutra practice 

or the Dorje Chodpa practice. Any bodhichitta practice will benefit 

the person, along with dedicating meritorious acts. In Tibet, the 

body of someone who has committed suicide is usually buried or 

offered to birds. Any sudden death is a result of obstacles, so chod 

practice is done rather than burning the body. 
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE PRACTICE 

OFPHOWA 

IN THIS SECTION, I will give instructions on Phowa: Buddhahood 

without Meditation, a text from the Longchen Nyingthig tradition. If 

you have received instructions from your own lama using a different 

text, you should practice with that text. The basic instructions are 

the same, even if there are slight variations in the visualizations used. 

If you have never received phowa instruction, you may practice this 

visualization, but you should request the transmission and further 

teachings from an authentic teacher when possible. 

Preparation for the Practice 

You might begin your practice session by doing yoga postures, tai 

chi, or stretching, as the movement of the body helps the mind to 

relax and makes it easier to abide. Notice the relationship between 

the body and what arises in the mind. You can do all kinds of 

movement; you can sing or dance. Then when you sit down to 

practice, notice what kind of energy arises in the mind. In my 

opinion, it is good to experiment with conditions for practice. It 

·can be very difficult to relax when you do not move before sitting 
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down. Now, as you prepare yourself to practice, be very careful to 

sit with your spine as straight as an arrow in order that the cen

tral channel that runs through the body from your navel to the 

top of your head will also be completely straight. As I said earlier, 

the central channel is the path for your consciousness to leave the 

body. When the central channel is straight, then the wind energy 

within the body moves more easilyi this enables you to abide in 

the essence of mind or to recognize wisdom more easily. You can 

experiment with your posture: examine what your mind is like 

when you sit straight and then when you slouch over. You will 

experience a difference. 

Take some time to reflect on the foundational ideas of Buddhism 

such as impermanence and compassion, and generate bodhichitta 

before you begin your practice. Try to abide in the recognition that 

the entire environment around you is empty of inherent existence. 

From the expression of emptiness, visualize everything around you 

as a completely pure realm or celestial palace. 

In my lineage, we always begin phowa practice with the Medita

tion on the Great Compassionate One, a practice of Avalokiteshvara, 

in order to generate compassion and bodhichitta for all beings. I rec

ommend using this (see Appendix I) or a similar sadhana to begin 

your practice. 

Many of the practices I describe involve some elements of visual

ization. Since some students find visualization difficult at first, here 

are some points that may help you . 

.- Visualize with your eyes open or halfway open. If you are not 

used to doing this, you can alternate visualizing with open 

and closed eyes and work up to keeping the eyes open . 

.- Visualization is a skill that is developed slowly. The more 

mind stability you have, the more precise your visual-
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ization. Actually, visualization trains you in the skills of 

shamatha. Go slowly and build your skill over time. 

~ Visualization is devotional, but if you make too much 

effort, it becomes dogmatic and difficult. In the begin

ning, visualization is about relating to the energy of the 

deity as being present or just holding the aspiration that 

the deity is present. 

~ Begin by looking at a picture of the deity associated with 

your visualization. Then visualize the picture in your 

mind. When it is no longer clear, go back and look at the 

picture. Move back and forth between the picture and the 

visualization. Slowly, your ability to hold the image longer 

will increase. You can also do this by visualizing just the 

head first, then adding the torso, the legs, and so forth. 

~ Look at the picture and, without blinking, scan from the 

top of the head to the bottom. Then visualize the image in 

your mind. Again, go back and forth in this way until there 

is some stability in your visualization. 

The Practice 

In the center of this pure realm or celestial palace, visualize 

yourself as Vajrayogini. This is o~e form ofYeshe Tsogyal, 

the consort ofPadmasambhava. Her countenance is both 

peaceful and wrathful. She is red in color and has one face 

and two arms. In her right hand she is holding a hooked 

knife and in her left hand a skull-cup, symbolizing the cut

ting through of attachment and ignorance as well as the 

impermanence oflife. 
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If you are skilled in visualization, you can visualize 

garlands of skulls and precious stones around her neck. 

She is in dancing posture, standing on her left leg with 

her right knee raised and her foot touching the left thigh. 

She is standing on rotting corpses, which are resting upon 

carpets of a lotus and the sun. These corpses symbolize 

the cutting through of fear, impurity, and the ego. 

Visualize yourself as Vajrayogini with the central chan

nel going straight up your body. The central channel opens 

at the top of the head so the consciousness can move out. 

About three fingers below the navel, the central channel 

is closed by a knot. 

The thickness of the central channel is that of the 

shaft of an arrow. It is hollow so that the consciousness 

can move through it. It is a clean, pure, hollow, empty 

channel. 

There are four characteristics of the central channel. You can visu

alize them or just think about them. 

~ The first characteristic is that the central channel is a 

bright indigo blue color, the symbol of the unchanging 

Dharmakaya. 

~ The second is that the actual fabric of the central channel 

is fine like lotus petals. The symbolic meaning is that the 

veils of the obscurations ofhabitual tendencies that cover 

the mind are as fine as lotus petals. 

~ The third is that the central channel is bright as if illumi

nated by a lamp, symbolizing the dispelling of the dark

ness of ignorance. 
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... The fourth is that the central channel is completely 

straight, which symbolizes that this practice will not lead 

one to the lower realms but to the higher realms. 

You should not have a fixed idea of where the central channel touches 

the top of the head, as it can vary from person to person. 

If visualization is difficult, you can simply reflect on the qualities of 

the central channel. Reflection will give you useful support. Greater 

detail about the central channel can be found in Patrul Rinpoche's 

Words of my Perfect Teacher. 

Inside the heart center, at the base of the heart, visualize a 

sphere of green light energy (the wind energy) the size of 

a pea. On top of it is a red HRI syllable, vibrant and quiver

ing. The HRI is your own mind or consciousness, and the 

heart is its natural resting place. 

Now the self-visualization is complete and we turn to the space above, 

where you are sending your consciousness. If your death is quickly 

approaching, you might be lying down. You should try to sit up if 

you can, but if you can\ don't worry; this is essentially a devotional 

practice and so you shouldn't worry exactly where you visualize. 

About an arrow's length above the opening at the top of 

the head, visualize a precious throne. Seated upon a lotus 

with cushions of the sun and the moon is the essence 

of your root lama, but with the appearance of Buddha 

Amitabha, red and adorned with luminous light. If you 

are not used to visualizing, you can simply think with 

devotion that all of this is present and is the essence of 

your lama. You can also look at a thangka to help you. 
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Again, the complexity of the visualization above you depends on 

your own practice. The best possible visualization is the whole reti

nue of Buddha Amitabha's bodhisattvas. Alternately, you can visual

ize Avalokiteshvara standing to the right of Amitabha, white in color 

with one face and four arms, and to the left is blue Vajrapani with one 

face and two arms, wrathful and also standing. 

After visualizing yourself as Vajrayogini with Amitabha in the sky 

above, you begin the actual practice of phowa. The important thing 

is not to recite the words of the practice just by rote, but to generate 

faith and actually work on cultivating whatever is being said in the 

text. In this text is the recitation ofbuddhas' names. You are calling to 

each named buddha to invoke their compassionate energy. 

Recite the syllable HRI five times, and visualize that the 

energy of the recitation is pushing the glowing green 

sphere th,at symbolizes your wind energy and the HRI that 

symbolizes your consciousness together upward through 

the central channel. As you say the fifth HRI1 visualize 

your consciousness at the top of your head. At that point, 

recite the syllables HI-KA either seven or twenty-one 

times as you visualize the essence of your mind shooting 

up into the heart center of Buddha Amitabha. With each 

repetition the green sphere goes up to his heart center and 

comes back down to the opening at the top of your central 

channel. After the last HI-KA1 the consciousness comes all 

the way back down to your heart center and again rests on 

the joint in the central channel. 

The syllables may be recited differently by practitioners of differ

ent lineages. The Longchen Nyingthig lineage does not vocalize the 

KA. In some lineages they say the syllable HI (pronounced HEE) to 
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send the consciousness up, and the KA as it comes back down. Some

times the HI-KA is done seven times or sometimes twenty-one times. 

Great practitioners may only do it three or five times. This depends 

on your ability to abide in the nature of mind. If you are able to abide 

for a period of time, then it is not necessary to send the conscious

ness up so many times. 

Additionally, more experienced practitioners should bring the 

green sphere all the way back down into the heart center with each 

recitation of HI-KA. Less experienced practitioners can send the 

green sphere up once, and then bring it back down to the top of the 

central channel, and then send it up and do"'n from there for the 

remaining recitations. On the last HI-.KA1 the green sphere can then 

drop back down into the heart center. 

There are many opportunities in one recitation of the phowa text 

to practice sending the consciousness up. It is good to keep visual

izing the consciousness being sent up the central channel or at least 

thinking that this is what is happening. 

When the great master Milarepa was quite young and had very 

little experience, he went to practice phowa for someone who had 

died. He didn't know .all the instructions well, and so vi.sualized the 

person's body like a cistern of water and their consciousness as a big 

ball of yarn. Despite his non-traditional practice, his devotion was 

so great that he liberated the person's consciousness. That should 

tell you that even if you can't visualize perfectly but you have great 

devotion, aspiration, and bodhichitta, then this practice will still be 

beneficial. 

At the end of your phowa practice, the Amitabha that you 

have visualized transforms into Amitayus, the Long-Life 

Buddha. Amitayus is the Sambhogakaya form of Buddha 

Amitabha. Amitayus dissolves into you, and you visualize 
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yourself as Amitayus as you say the long-life mantra: OM 

A MA RA. NI DZI WEN TI YE SO HA. You should repeat the 

mantra at least one hundred times or, if possible, two to 

three hundred times. This is to seal the practice and create 

dependent arising for practicing at the time of death, so 

be sure to do this carefully. This is very importantj do not 

ever skip this when you are practicing on your own. It is also 

said that reciting the long-life mantra following phowa 

practice can actually create the conditions for a long life. 

If you are at the moment of death and cannot prac

tice phowa, which is a definite possibility, simply turn 

your eyes upward and focus on the top of your head. If a 

lama or entrusted Dharma friend is practicing phowa for 

you, this will make it much easier for them. At the time 

of death, your consciousness will be very heavy, so even 

the simple effort of turning your eyes upward will make it 

lighter and easier for someone to help lift it out of you. If 

you are acting as an entrusted Dharma friend, remind the 

dying person to turn his or her eyes upward at this time. 

You can help by touching the top of the head or pulling 

gently on the hair there. 

When you are training in phowa, you should take a break when any 

of the signs of accomplishment appear. Then either practice in very 

short sessions or perhaps only once a month. You don't want to con

tinue and make yourself feel ill. 

If you were to be in a situation like a car accident where you knew 

you were going to die immediately, simply turning your gaze upward 

and bringing your attention to the top of the head will be helpful. 

Bringing the awareness to the top of the head is something you can 

practice in your daily life. Someone who understands how to abide 
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in the nature of mind will find that turning the eyes upward naturally 

helps with that, so it is a good thing to do in any situation. 

At the end of the phowa text is a section called the "Phowa of 

Ultimate Reality:' It uses the syllable PHET, and a practitioner who 

knows how to abide in the nature of mind should do so after repeat

ing the syllable. 
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WHEN DEATH IS NEAR 

WHEN WE BECOME AWARE of signs that death is near, we should 

make an extra effort at practicing phowa. We should read the instruc~ 

tions for phowa over and over and practice the text at least once a 

day if possible. We should also be practicing our yidam practice 

daily. When not formally practicing, we can repeat the names of the 

buddhas given in the phowa text. It is also good to take or re-take 

bodhisattva vows whenever the opportunity arises. If we know we 

are going to die but our senses have not yet started to dissolve, we 

shotild invite our entrusted Dharma friends to take the bodhisat

tva and bodhichitta vows together with us if it is at all possible. We 

should also start (or intensify our practice of) making offerings for 

the benefit of others. If we are unable to make material offerings, 

then they should at least be made mentally, offering them perfectly 

and without attachment from our minds. 

Buddhist texts state that, when death is imminent, we should 

make threefold offerings to help lengthen our lives, such as saving 

the lives of animals or insects who are going to die or be killed. It is 

important, however, that we do not take this as license to dwell on 

the timing of our impending death or become attached to the idea 

oflengthening our lives. These offerings can indeed create favorable 



94 - DYING WITH CONFIDENCE 

conditions based on the inconceivable expression of dependent 

arising. 

Rather than becoming sad, we can use the possibility of death to 

motivate ourselves to continue to practice and accumulate virtue. 

We can make offerings to the buddhas and bodhisattvas, as well as 

our supreme spiritual friend, ordinary beings, and the sangha to sup

port their practice. It is best for us to approach death without attach

ments. In Tibet, it is said that great practitioners die with only the 

clothes on their backs and their meditation cushions. 

Preparing the Environment 

There are a number of external preparations we can make for death. 

An altar should be set up so we can easily see it from our bed. A small 

table or dresser top can be used for statues, photos of our yidam 

deity, lama, or any spiritual guide we feel a connection with, and any 

other ritual items. Friends can hang thangkas on the walls, arrange 

flowers, and light candles if permitted. The room should be set up 

beautifully! As we discussed earlier, all of the items we wish to be 

on the altar should already be in our Dharma Box or we should have 

previously arranged with our entrusted Dharma friends or family 

members to bring specific items from our home altar. 

It is best to be in a quiet place when we are dying; if one is a very 

experienced practitioner, it is also beneficial to be alone, but most 

of us will need guides and helpers. If we do not have great stability 

in meditation, we can easily become distracted at this time. Being 

around loved ones can generate significant attachment and their 

crying could become an obstacle to practice. The entrusted Dharma 

friend can remind us to stay calm, to remember our practice, and to 

be patient with others. 

There are many other aids to liberation that can help a dying per-
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son. One of these is liberation through tasting, or nyungdrol. Dutsi, or 

ritually prepared blessed pills, can be kept in our Dharma Box. One 

pill can be put in a small bottle of water each day, or a few bottles 

can be prepared and kept in the refrigerator. If we are well enough 

to do so ourselves, we can sip on this anytime we wish, both before 

the signs of death appear and throughout their appearance. If we are 

very weak, our entrusted Dharma friends can help us to do so. We 

should be sure to have this written into our Dharma Will as we may 

not remember or be able to prepare it ourselves. 

Other aids are liberation through hearing the Dharma (tudrol); 
liberation by wearing ( dagdrol) 1 which is done by wearing a special 

mandala on the body (see chapter 13); liberation through touch 

(raktrol), which occurs through a realized being's touch; and lib

eration through sight ( tongdrol), which would occur based on see

ing a thangka: of the One Hundred Peaceful and Wrathful Deities, 

Samantabhadra (Kuntuzangpo), or a yidam deity. 

If possible, we should be mindful of our posture at the time of 

death. Buddha Shakyamuni died while resting in the "lion's pose;' a 

posture for maintaining awareness even as we sleep or die. Each part 

of the posture supports a part of the mind, allowing it to remain clear. 

It allows for the proper placement of the channels so that energy 

may flow easily, and actually facilitates the non-arising of anger, fear, 

or attachment as we are dying. The posture not only creates good 

dependent arising and the conditions to die mindfully, but also emu

lates the realization of Buddha Shakyamuni. Ideally, we should lie on 

our right side with our head to the north and our chin slighdy low

ered toward the chest, head resting on the right palm. The left arm 

should rest on the left thigh. If we are not able to do this, we should 

at least try to have our head toward the north. We can practice this 

each night as we fall asleep so that we can become habituated to lying 

in this position. 



96 - DYING WITH CONFIDENCE 

The last and most important preparation we can make1 as we feel 

death approaching1 is to try to cut through all desire and attachment 

to this life and this body so we can rest in the nature of mind itself. 

Once the attachments and afflictive emotions are cut through1 we 

should generate bodhichitta and pray that for all future lives1 we will 

be able to benefit sentient beings. 

Preparing the Mind 

Tonglen (literally, "sending and taking") is a valuable practice to 

engage in throughout your life1 and especially as you learn that death 

is approaching. 

First1 we should reflect on the fact that all beings in samsara must 

go through the experience of death. We can think that there are innu

merable beings in the world who are about to die at this same exact 

moment. Because we are all human beings1 we are all experiencing 

the same kinds of emotions. We could begin with the aspiration: 

For all those beings who are facing death like I am, may they 

be liberated from fear and endowed with happiness. 

This is an,example .of training in the self as equal to others. When you 

feel confident and able to make this wish sincerely for others1 then 

train in exchanging yourself for others: 

For all those beings who are facing death at the same time 

as I am, may I take on all of their fear and suffering; may I 

take on any of their non-virtue or anything that causes them 

mental distress, and may they all be endowed with happiness 

and peace. 



WHEN DEATH IS NEAR - 97 

Train in that aspiration for some time, because it is a big aspiration 

and can be frightening. Finally, you can work at making others more 

important than yourself, thinking: 

May my root of virtue of the three times ripen in all beings 

who are suffering, and may all of their non-virtue without 
exception ripen in me. 

This is the most vast and powerful aspiration that we can generate 

through the practice of tonglen. 

The most important thing we can do at the time of death is to 

have the motivation ofbodhichitta and a virtuous thought in mind. 

It would be beneficial to have a prayer that we have already trained in 

to help us achieve this goal. 

We can use the brief prayer below or we can write something in 

our own words. 

In this lifetime I have had the opportunity to receive and 

practice the teachings of Dharma. I have received bodhi

sattva vows and Secret Mantrayana vows. If I have broken or 

contradicted these vows in any way, at this moment I regret 

this from my heart and apologize. From this day forward and 

in all of my future lives, may I be born into a perfectly pure 

precious human life endowed with the ability to practice the 

Dharma. Until I attain complete buddhahood, may I serve as 

Avalokiteshvara and Vajrapani served to benefit all beings. 

The aspiration prayer that we compose as part of our Dharma 

Vision can also be used in this way and read each night before we 

go to sleep. Then we will remember it easily at the time of death. 
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Our entrusted Dharma friends can read it to us and remind us of our 

aspirations. We should place a copy of this in the binder of prayers 

in our Dharma Box. Having a specific prayer like this at the time of 

death can influence our rebirth positively. 

Each night before we go to sleep, we can think, "I am about to 

go to sleep and I may not wake up tomorrow. This may be the last 

time I have a conscious thought:' If we can train in having a virtuous 

thought in mind every night as we go to sleep, that will become a 

good condition to have that same thought at the time of death. 

The scriptures say that even if we have accumulated a lot of non

virtue during our lifetime, having this kind of pristine motivation at 

the time of death as our last thought will cause us to attain a precious 

human life for at least a few lifetimes. If we attain that, we will have a 

further chance to purify our minds and our karma. This last thought 

could influence all our lifetimes to come, so it is most important to 

train in this and to be without anger and attachment at the moment 

of death. 

When we are sick, we can be more impatient than usual. As we 

come closer to the moment of death, we can become very agitated. 

In this case, it is important for those around us to be very mindful 

and to only say things that are supportive and calming. The entrusted 

Dharma friends should try to help family and friends abandon their 

self-attachment and thoughts oflosing a loved one; they should be 

helped to focus on offering strength and encouragement, rather than 

having outbursts, weeping in their loved one's presence, or doing 

anything that would make it difficult to cut through self-attachment. 

Prayers and mantras help the mind to be quiet. 

If our friends and family focus on a simple prayer or aspiration at 

that time, it will offer solace and strength simply by surrounding us 

with loving energy. 
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WHEN IT IS TIME TO DIE 

TAKE REFUGE AND BODHICHITTA Vows 

Even if we have already taken these vows1 we should take them again. 

An entrusted Dharma friend can remind us by reading them out 

loud. If we have a yidam practice1 these vows will already be included 

in the text. Otherwise1 a copy of the vows should be in our Dharma 

Box for this purpose. 

READ OUR PRACTICES AND TEXTS 

Our entrusted Dharma friends can then read any daily reading or 

oral instructions from our root lama (see special instructions for this 

in chapter 15)1 ouryidam and phowa practices1 and whatever lineage 

practices for the dead we have requested (The Tibetan Book of the 

Dead1 for example1 is from the Nyingma lineage but can be used for 

anyone if they so desire). We can also listen to recordings of phowa 

practice and The Tibetan Book of the Dead1 as well as recordings of 

mantras. 

When our entrusted Dharma friends read the phowa text aloud1 

they can first read the visualization given in this book and then the 

actual practice1 reminding us of the instructions to send our con

sciousness out with the syllable HRI. Or if a lama is present1 he or she 

will practice phowa for us before the outer breath ceases. 

FOCUS ON THE TOP OF THE HEAD 

We spoke earlier about getting used to placing our awareness at the 

top of the head. We should be reminded to do so now. If we are not 

experienced practitioners1 an entrusted Dharma friend can place his 

or her fingers on the top of our head or gently pull the hair there 
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while saying one of the prayers we have requested. The Prayer of 

Kuntuzangpo, or other dedication prayers, would be appropriate at 

this time. 

KNOW THAT ALL APPEARANCES ARISE 

FROM THE MIND 

All the great masters have said that the best thing one can do for 

a dying person is to tell them that all appearances arise from the 

mind. The entrusted Dharma friend can whisper in our ear, "You are 

going to die soon. Know that all appearances-even if they are ter

rifying-are arising from your own mind:' They should repeat this 

many times. 

If we are not conscious to receive verbal instructions, entrusted 

Dharma friends can recite the names of two buddhas in particular. 

These are Buddha Ratnaketu and the Medicine Buddha ( Sangye 

Menla). Both made aspirations that anyone hearing their names 

would be benefitted by them. The entrusted Dharma friend should 

also continue to read our practices to us. 
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HOW TO HELP SOMEONE THROUGH 

THE DYING PROCESS 

Practicing Tonglen for Someone Who Is Dying 

As A BEGINNING practitioner, it is very hard to think of taking on 

another person's pain and suffering. Even though we care about that 

person very much, it can still be frightening when we see someone 

in pain at the time of death. It can also be frightening to think about 

taking on that suffering due to our own self-attachment. 

In order to actqally practice tonglen, where we generate the aspi

ration to take on another person's pain and suffering, we need to 

reflect on the fact that all people have to die. It is just a matter of 

when. From that point of view, self and others are equal. Just like 

when we discussed practicing tonglen at the time of our own death, 

we can start by contemplating the equality of self and other; after we 

feel confident of this equality, we can try to actually exchange our 

happiness for another's suffering. 

At first we can think that we are taking on the negative karma of 

the dying persop. We recognize that the person before us is facing 

death and that they are experiencing much pain and suffering. They 

have regrets and think they have made many mistakes in their lives. 
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This causes them mental torment. They are also afraid to carry those 

mistakes with them when they die; they are afraid of what will hap

pen to them after they die as a result of their mistaken actions. We 

have that in common with them; it is human for us to regret the 

things we have done wrong during our lives. We, too, would not 

want to take the suffering or negativity that we have accumulated 

with us at the time of death. We can reflect on how much peace 

and joy we would feel at death if there was a person willing to take 

on our pain and suffering, and the negativity we had accumulated 

throughout our lifetime. 

There are many visualization practices for tonglen, such as seeing 

the other person's suffering or non-virtue as a black cloud and bring

ing that energy into yourself. We can practice this by working with 

the breath: when we exhale, we think we are sending out our happi

ness and virtue to the person who is dying, that it is simply radiating 

out of us; when we breathe in, we think about their suffering coming 

into us. For some people, this may be difficult to do. In that case, we 

can instead focus on any compassion practice. 

A hospice worker told me recently about something she sees quite 

often: family members don't want to see the dying person as they 

come closer to death, or to witness his or her death. The dying per

son is left alone, even though the family may have been close before 

this. We should really reflect on the equality of self and other, and 

think about how we would feel if people close to us didn't want to 

see us when we were dying, in order to avoid their own suffering. 

Instead we should do what we can to comfort and support the dying 

person. 

We may not be able to practice tonglen or truly feel we can take 

on the dying person's suffering, but we can still reflect on how we are 

also going to have to die and we can feel great compassion toward 

him or her. 
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The Three Days Following Death 

When the outer breath ceases, we should continue to read The 

Tibetan Book of the Dead or the text of another lineage to the person 

who has died. We should remind our friend of the signs that will now 

appear and to not be attached to them, saying, '~1 appearances are 

arising from your own mind:' We should also continue to do phowa 

and read any oral instructions on the nature of mind that our friend 

has received, if we are qualified to read them. We can recite mantras 

as well. The Kuntuzangpo Prayer or a similar prayer can be used as a 

dedication when prayers are completed. 

Our friend's Dharma Will should include any instructions on how 

they wish to have his or her body handled after death. We should do 

our best to follow these instructions, but it is important to recognize 

that all of their wishes may not be possible. We should do what we 

can, but it is more important that everyone's prayers and efforts are 

done with the motivation ofbodhichitta. 

Buddhist texts instruct us to leave a person's body unmoved for 

three days after the outer breath ceases. It may be difficult in Western 

so4!iety for this to happen. If a practitioner is dying in a hospital or at 

home, once the signs of death appear all of the above practices can be 

done so that they are complete before the body is taken anywhere. If 

there is very little time for some reason, then at least the refuge and 

bodhisattva vows, daily practice, and phowa should be done. If the 

person was a good practitioner, they will recognize these practices 

and be able to use them. When these practices are complete, the 

body can be washed and moved. 

If our friend is at home, or the hospital is willing to let family and 

friends have time with the deceased, then the following can be done 

for up to three days. That is when the inner breath is considered to 

have ceased. 



104 - DYING WITH CONFIDENCE 

If a lama is present, he or she will perform pujas, rituals, such as 

bardo practices, Avalokiteshvara or Amitabha practices, though a 

lama is able to do this whether or not he or she is with the body. If a 

lama is not present, friends should recite the mantra of Avalokitesh

vara (OM MA NI PAD ME HUNG HRI) 1 the Vajrasattva hundred-syllable 

mantra, and Amitabha Buddha's mantra (OM A MI TA BHA HRI). 

If the body needs to be moved to a funeral home, it would be 

beneficial if permission were granted to light candles in the room 

where the body is placed. One candle should be placed on an altar 

if possible. 

After the third day, a burial or cremation should follow. In Tibet, 

a puja is generally done at the site where the body is burned. Here, 

family and friends can gather and do some practices at the cemetery 

or at the cremation if they are allowed. The liberation-by-wearing 

mandala can be placed on the body, tobe buried or burned with 

it, along with anything else specified in the Dharma Will. Friends 

and family can read prayers and recite mantras. The short Vajrasattva 

mantra, OM BENZA SATTO HUNG, can be recited. Of course, if a lama 

is present, he or she will offer appropriate prayers. If families are not 

allowed to be at the cremation, they may say the prayers at home 

during the time that the body is being burned. 

If the body is not cremated, it is still possible for a lama to perform 

a fire offering if a lock of hair and nail clippings are sent to a mon

astery, and arrangements for that ceremony have been made. This 

acts as a purification for the deceased, by "burning" the non-virtuous 

actions and karma. 

After the burial or cremation, families can do something virtuous 

for their loved one. It is meritorious to make charitable contribu

tions in their loved one's name. The family can also decide to observe 

the vow of not killing and become vegetarian for a week or for the 

forty-nine days that Buddhist texts say it may take to traverse the 
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bardo states. If they have a gathering of friends, they could serve veg

etarian food. Practitioners who have organizations they would like 

their fainilies to donate to or who would like their families to offer 

only vegetarian food at gatherings should add this to their Dharma 

Wills. 

Over the next forty-nine days, the counting of which begins three 

days after the outer breath has ceased, it is helpful to continue to 

practice on the deceased's behalf. Fainily and friends of the deceased 

should light candles on the altar and pray. The person's picture can 

be placed on the altar if the family wishes, but it should not be placed 

up high. If someone is able to do phowa, they can take the picture 

and place it in front of them while they do it. Serious practitioners 

may want to continue reading The Tibetan Book of the Dead, do Vajra

sattva and Avalokiteshvara practices, read Ainitabha's Aspiration 

Prayer, keep to ritual fasting ( nyungne) or do anyyidam practice they 

have a strong connection with. Even if Dharma friends and family 

cannot practice for a long time each daYi they should do somethingi 

for instance, reciting the buddhas' names, as in the Medicine Buddha 

practice, is easy for people to do. 

lhinily and friends can make requests for lamas to perform phowa 

and chod and to make daily offerings for their loved one during this 

time. Acts of charity, releasing animals, observing the vow of no 

harm-all of these will benefit the loved one. 

After the forty-nine days are over, the person's altar can be taken 

down and the ritual items dispersed-either to family and friends 

of the deceased or to a Dharma center. In Tibet, after one year has 

passed, we spend three days making special offerings and inviting 

lamas to pray for the deceased. It would be okay for the family and 

friends of the deceased to do the same here for one day. 
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Helping a Dying Person Who Is Not Buddhist 

People are very open at the time of death. Talk to them about loving

kindness and bodhichitta. Remind them to let go of any anger, sad

ness, or fear, to accept what is happening, and to stay calm. Ask them 

to focus on the top of their head and to visualize any spiritual teacher 

or great being of wisdom with whom they feel a connection. Help 

them to have pure motivation at the moment of death by directing 

their thoughts toward good wishes, prayers for future lives, and what 

kind of person they wish to be in the next life. If they do not believe 

in future lives, then they can simply send love and compassion out to 

others. That will be of great benefit to them. We can also remind them 

that everyone is going to diej they are not alone in facing death. 
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LIBERATION BY WEARING 

IN THIS CHAPTER, I will give a brief teaching on attaining liberation 

based upon wearing a special mandala. Along with the mindfulness 

engendered by wearing this mandala while alive, immense blessings 

emanate from the numerous sacred mantras inscribed on it, both 

during our lives and at death. 

The Liberation-by-Wearing Tantra is devoted to teachings on the 

mandala worn by practitioners for protection in life as well as death. 

It describes how the mandala is drawnj the blessing of wearing the 

mandalaj the empowerment given by a lama for wearing itj what to 

practice after one has obtained the empowermentj how to wear the 

mandala while alive and how to place it on the body at the time of 

deathj and how to read and recite the mantras. These instructions 

are for both the person preparing to die and those assisting the dying 

person. The tantra also tells us how the mandala should be burned 

when cremating the body and about the benefit and good qualities 

of doing this. 

When a person of supreme mental faculty analyzes the mind's 

nature and both understands and abides in the knowing that there is 

nothing inherently established in the outer, inner, or secret aspects 
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of the mind, that which arises is self-liberated. This is the supreme 

introduction given in the teachings on Liberation-by-Wearing and is 

from the ultimate point of view. 

For those who are not of supreme facultyj what does "liberation by 

wearing" really mean? An explanation given in the Dra Talgyur Root 

Tantra, one of the seventeen Dzogchen tantras, says, "The essence 

of all is condensed within:' This refers to the way the mantric syl

lables are arranged, and it lists all the numerous mantras and man

tric syllables found on this mandala. Among these are the essential 

mantras of all the Secret Mantrayana tantras: the essential mantras of 

bodYi speech, and mind; the essential mantra of Samantabhadra and 

Samantabhadri indivisible; the heart mantras of the five wisdoms; 

the Sambhogakaya mantras; and the mantra of the hundred peaceful 

and wrathful deities. They are all arranged on the mandala; thus, "the 

essence of all is condensed within:' 

We say liberation is possible due to the arrangement of all these 

very powerful sacred syllables and mantras. Simply wearing this 

mandala or having it placed on the body creates the condition for an 

incredibly strong blessing to occur; for this reason we say it can be a 

cause for liberation. 

The omniscient master Longchenpa said that, by this mandala 

simply touching the body, our virtue will increase and our non-virtue 

will be purified more easily. It benefits us by keeping obstacles from 

arising and keeps us from getting ill. It helps improve our meditation. 

Even the place in which we abide is said to receive a special blessing

as though it is located near a stupa. If the mandala is placed on the 

heart center of a yogi who has trained in meditation during his or her 

lifetime, it enables the yogi to recognize the stages of dissolution and 

aspects of the bardo. 

For beings of lesser faculty-those who have accumulated a lot 
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of non-virtue or who have incomplete mental and physical faculties 

that make it difficult to practice the Dharma-it is said that the wear

ing of this mandala creates the condition for them to attain the three 

kayas in future lifetimes. If it is able to benefit such beings, then we 

should feel confident that it can help us as well. 

The great master Longchenpa quoted the Ratnakuta Sutra, or 

the Sutra of the Heap of Jewels, which says that there are inconceiv

able benefits resulting from the use of mantras, different kinds of 

medicines, and other secret treatments. The mandala would cer

tainly fall under the category of secret treatments. The buddhas' 

and bodhisattvas' methods to help beings, their meditative con

centration and miraculous powers are inconceivable, so truly we 

cannot refute the idea that something could have this potential to 

benefit us. 

Nonetheless, the benefits of wearing such a mandala depend 

a great deal on each person's faith and pure perception. Based on 

faith, things can benefit us that do not benefit people without faith. 

Accordingly, we must work on improving our faith each day until we 

have unshakeable confidence in the Three Jewels and in the path . 

.If a being is wearing the mandala at the time of death, the texts 

say that karma will be exhausted and the being will not have to cir

cle in samsara for long. If the person who is dying does not have 

the empowerment and is not already wearing the mandala, you can 

place it on his or her body as soon as the senses begin to dissolve. 

You can even place the mandala on the heart of a pet who is dying; 

the power of dependent arising-when causes and conditions come 

together-is so truly amazing that even such a thing as liberation for 

a dog is possible. 

Ideally, the mandala should remain directly on top of the heart 

for three days after the outer breath ceases and while the body is not 
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moved. 1his allows the blessing to fully enter the person's body for 

purification. Although this may not be possible, we can do our best. 

1his instruction should be given in our Dharma Wills, along with 

instructions for burning or burying the mandala with the body. 



PART THREE 

----------------~ ----------------

Medical Considerations for the Buddhist Practitioner 
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BUDDHISM AND WESTERN SCIENCE 

MODERN SCIENCE OFFERS SO many possibilities for treatment 

that have never been available before. For a Buddhist practitioner, 

the impact of these treatment options on our end-of-life practice 

requires serious consideration. To give these things due consider

ation, once again, we must honestly reflect on our own capacity for 

mind stability and shamatha meditation. Is our mind really stable 

during practice, or is it distracted? Our assessment of this will deter

mine how to approach our death from a medical point of view. 

Pain Medication at the Time of Death 

Whenever I give teachings on preparing for death, I am frequently 

asked questions about the use of pain medication, life support, and 

organ donations, so I would like to address these here. 

If we are in a great deal of pain and cannot reduce its intensity, then 

we will not be able to have any mindfulness. Although it is difficult to 

give general advice, I feel it is okay for us to take pain medication until 

there are signs of the dissolution of the elements. When you think, "I 

am going to die soon, definitely within several days or several hours/' 

then I think you can consider stopping your medication. 
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Whether we can stop medication depends on our abilities as prac

titioners. If we have stable meditation, stopping pain medication is 

not a big problem; if we do not, a painkiller might actually provide 

more mind stability. If we stop taking medication but our mind is not 

stable, we could harm ourselves during the dying process by making 

ourselves incapable of having any mindfulness or aspirations for our 

future rebirth. So it is most important to evaluate our practice hon

estly and without any delusions. 

When my root lama was in the hospital dying, he called the doc

tors and told them to take his IVs out. They didn't want to do it, but 

he said, "Take them out now, I am going to die:' Then he sat in medi

tation, taught his final teaching for this life, and passed away. Noth

ing affects th!s kind of practitioner. His or her mind is very stable 

without any medication, but ordinary practitioners don't have that 

kind of stability. 

If we want to be able to die without painkillers, then we should 

practice every day, focusing on being mindful at all times. We should 

always remember our meditation and our daily practice. 

Sometimes students want to know if a person who is not an 

advanced practitioner and is on strong pain medicine will be con

scious enough to hear prayers read to them, to hear reminders to 

practice, and be able to take advantage of these supports. The answer 

is that it is a little hard for such people to take advantage of them; 

strong medicine affects people's minds. And so we should read the 

texts and prayers many times over to people in this state. It is almost 

the same as trying to help someone who has already died. The teach

ings intended to benefit those already dead instruct us to get close to 

their ear and say their lama's name, or to read teachings very clearly 

over and over again. We should do something similar in the case of a 

practitioner on significant pain medication. 
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Life-Support Issues 

Many practitioners choose to have an advance directive stating their 

wishes to die without life-support technology. If they have not writ

ten this directive or spoken to their families about this, they can 

end up in the hospital with such machinery. When this should be 

removed is an individual decision. Some people have the mental 

clarity to decide for themselves. They may think, "Now, there is no 

point to having these machines and I will just focus on my Dharma 

practice:' 

If a person is incapacitated, however, the decision will fall to the 

person specified in the advance directive, the living will; this person 

will have to decide if their loved one has a chance to recover and 

will have to watch closely for the signs of death. The exact timing of 

the signs depends on the individual, and can sometimes take some 

time, depending on how attached the person is to staying alive. If you 

are with someone at this time, you can help them by saying, "Now 

you are in the dying process. Remember your Dharma, remember 

your practice:' Remind them that they are not alone in facing death. 

But regardless of the timing of the signs of death, when they appear, 

death will be soon. This would be an appropriate time to take them 

off the machines. 

Preparingfor Organ Donation 

Many students feel that organ donation is an act of compassion, but 

wonder how this will affect their deaths. If you are mentally prepared 

and without self-attachment, donating your organs is an extremely 

virtuous bodhisattva activity. If you are not prepared, however, it 

could pose some difficulties. This is a complex issue; it again depends 
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on the individual and their level of bodhichitta. Each person must 

decide what is right for them. 

Organ donation is a wonderful thing because we are quite liter

ally and directly giving part of our own bodies to sustain the life of 

another. If we truly have a strong desire to donate our organs, we 

should train in that motivation on a daily basis so that it becomes a 

strongly habituated aspiration. That way, we can avoid any negative 

emotional responses that could affect our ability to practice through 

the dying process. Remember that we continue to hear and think 

while there is still inner breath. In the bardo state, a person's con

sciousness is much more acute-so the need to train in this aspira

tion is very real. 

If you wish to donate organs, you must have no doubt that this is 

your desired course, and you need to be able to use your practice to 

cut through afflictive emotions. There are three practices I strongly 

recommend to support the generosity, merit, and virtue of donating 

organs so that it becomes a true bodhisattva activity: 

~ The practice of phowa. If we are able to transfer our con

sciousness at the time of death, then there would be no 

attachment to our bodies if the organs are removed. Of 

course, if a realized master does phowa for us, there would 

be no difficulty at all. 

~ The practice of chod or kusali tsok. Kusali tsok is a practice 

similar to chod in which we offer our body to benefit 

sentient beings, so at the time of death we will have no 

desire toward our body or attachment to the organs being 

removed. For this, we should work with an authentic 

teacher who has mastered chad. 

~ Daily practice of tonglen. Practicing tonglen each day 

enables us to keep bodhichitta in our hearts. 
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When we write our Dharma Will, we would want to include 

our wish to donate our organs, and may want to write a statement 

reminding us of this wish to benefit other beings that can be read to 

us as we are dying (see Appendix III). 

Other Considerations 

Every death is unique, but there are many shared experiences on 

both the spiritual and physical levels. Western scientific literature 

has identified a number of physical expressions of the dying process 

that are typically addressed from a medical perspective. Recently, 

recognition of the need for spiritual care has increased. As I talk with 

Western doctors, nurses, and hospice workers, I am also aware that 

some suggestions to help the dying may seem at odds with Buddhist 

instructions. I would like to add some suggestions from a Buddhist 

perspective about dealing with certain physical or psychological 

symptoms, and also clarify some issues where Buddhist perspectives 

may differ from Western medical perspectives. 

Increased Sleeping. As our body begins to shut down, we may 

!\pend more and more time sleeping. Entrusted Dharma friends 

should continue to read our practices in a normal tone of voice, sit

ting as close to us as possible. We will still be able to hear them and 

receive benefit. 

Disorientation, Confusion, Delirium. People may not see, hear, 

or understand what is going on around them as they come closer to 

death. For some people, the mind can become very confused and 

unable to attend to what is happening around them. If we are in a 

confused mental state, entrusted Dharma friends or helpers who 

come into the room may be able to help us by identifying themselves 

before they begin to speak or read, and reminding us why they are 

there. 
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Restlessness/ Agitation. As the level of oxygen decreases in our 

brain, symptoms of restless and repetitive motions may appear. If 

we are able to hold a mala, it may be helpful for entrusted Dharma 

friends to place it in our hand as they repeat mantras or recite texts. I 

suggest a special mala be placed in our Dharma Box in case our daily 

mala is not with us. It would be beneficial to have this mala blessed 

by a lama before it is placed in the box. Using a mala in daily practice 

will create a good condition to remind us of our practice when a mala 

is placed in our hand as we are dying. 

I have heard from hospice workers and medical professionals that 

tranquilizing medication is commonly used to help with this type of 

restlessness. This should be addressed in our Dharma Will, explain

ing that we do not want to be in great discomfort but we also do not 

want our minds dulled unnecessarily. If these symptoms are strong 

and are not relieved by mantras or by having our texts read to us, 

we should give instructions on whether we are willing to try such 

medications. This is similar to the discussion on pain medication. 

If we are so restless or agitated that we cannot take advantage of our 

meditation practice, we may want to request that a minimal dose be 

tried. Then if we are more relaxed and able to pay attention t@ our 

practices, either our entrusted Dharma friends or medical represen

tative can let our health care workers know this. 

It is important to find that fine line between being unable to 

focus due to symptoms versus being overmedicated. Our entrusted 

Dharma friends should report to healthcare providers on how they 

see medication affecting us, and feel comfortable asking for changes 

that would be in accordance with the wishes of our Dharma Will. 

Atypical Behavior. Due to the oxygen levels decreasing or to other 

processes deteriorating, we are told that we may display behavior that 

is not typical for us. We may say or do things that are aggressive or 

negative. Should this happen, our entrusted Dharma friends could 
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recite the Avalokiteshvara mantra, OM MA NI PAD ME HUNG HRI, for 

a period of time until they see us settle down again. 

Body Position. We discussed using the "lion's pose" -lying on 

our right side with our head to the north. However, in order to pre

vent bed sores and the pain of staying in one position, I understand 

that it is customary for the body to be repositioned every few hours. 

But, as we said earlier, it is important to be free to focus on practice 

and not distracted by pain; if we are not advanced practitioners, we 

should not be upset at being moved. Our entrusted Dharma friends 

should do their best to have our heads to the north, and, once they 

know we are very close to death, they should place us on our right 

side if at all possible. If for some reason we cannot be placed in that 

position, our entrusted Dharma friends can simply say, "Visualize 

yourself in the lion's pose, just as Buddha Shakyamuni was when he 

passed into paranirvana:' That will be sufficient. 

Touching. Students tell me that recent literature suggests holding 

the dying person's hand to help comfort them and let them know 

they are not alone, or even lying next to them in the bed and hold

ing them. I am sure this advice is motivated by deep compassion; at 

the same time it could create strong emotions in the dying person. 

If this is the case, entrusted Dharma friends can explain to family 

and friends how this might affect us by increasing our attachment 

to our loved ones and distracting us from practice. Non-Buddhist 

family and friends need to know that this is not because we don't 

love them or want to have contact (see the sample Dharma Will in 

Appendix III). They can be reminded to lightly touch the top of our 

head, which will be beneficial to us and comforting for them to do. 

Permission to Let Go. I understand that another part of recent 

care for the dying is letting the dying person know that it is okay for 

him or her to "let go:' I think this is a good idea. Again, the focus of 

family and entrusted Dharma friends should be on doing everything 
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possible for us to concentrate on our practices for the time of death 

so that we are not held back by worries about our loved ones. If our 

death is not sudden and we have awareness early in the dying process1 

or it is something we have asked our entrusted Dharma friends to do1 

it may be beneficial to arrange a time for a "goodbye ceremony:' Fam

ily and friends can gather to say their goodbyes to us1 express their 

love and gratitude1 and state their aspirations for our journey ahead. 

We can express our gratitude for their love and care at that time. 1his 

may be a good time to read the aspiration prayer we have composed 

in our Dharma Will. With this completed1 everyone can turn their 

focus to the task at hand and read prayers or support the entrusted 

Dharma friends in their work. 

Seeing Loved Ones Who Have Died Before Us. Many hospice 

workers and students who have been with their loved ones while 

they were dying have told me that the dying person "sees" and talks 

to spouses1 parents1 and other loved ones who have already died. 

1his is not common in Tibet1 although some advanced practitioners 

may be aware of their lama's presence before they die. 

Buddhist texts say, "Based on confusiod1 the bardo appears:' The 

best thing we can tell the dying person is that1 no matter what appears1 

all is arising from the mind. Whatever appears1 it is important that 

there be no attachment or aversion. I feel it is important to direct the 

dying person's awareness back to his or her practice at all times. 



PART FOUR 

----------------~ ----------------

Buddhist Practitioners as Caregivers 





15 
THE ENTRUSTED DHARMA FRIEND 

As I'vE EMPHASIZED throughout this book, the entrusted Dharma 

friends will be at the dying person's bedside with full attention on 

the practices for the time of death. They will have trained in phowa, 

learned to recognize the stages of dissolution, and understood their 

friend's aspirations for the time of death. It is up to the entrusted 

Dharma friends to be reliable guides in accordance with their friend's 

Dharma Will. 

The relationship between entrusted Dharma friends is based on a 

profound commitment. We must fully trust each other to carry out 

this commitment with great mindfulness, compassion, and wisdom. 

If we consider making such a commitment, we should set aside time 

for contemplation and an honest assessment of our bodhichitta, our 

ability to carry through on promises, and our life circumstances. After 

exploring all aspects of this commitment, if we wish to enter into 

such a relationship, we will not only be helping others die with the 

bestpossible opportunities for liberation, but we will find numerous 

benefits for our own practice at the time of death. 

If, however, we find that it is not possible for us to make such 

a· commitment at this time, we can still participate in supporting 

our Dharma brothers and sisters through the dying process with 
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prayers, practices, communicating with sangha members, and help

ing with the many arrangements for memorial services and crema

tion or burial. This will also be a great service to the dying person 

and his or her family. 

I have given much thought to using the word "friend" in this con

text, as its use in Western society is different from that in Tibet. In the 

West, having a close relationship with another person often includes 

sharing our innermost secrets, even though we may not consider the 

effect on the other person. In Buddhism, intimacy is more about 

putting the other person ahead of ourselves. It means we practice 

bodhichitta, and for the sake of others and the sangha, we take care 

of any personality conflicts. We need to understand the difference 

between a close personal friend and someone we would consider a 

Dharma friend. Even among Dharma friends, there are different lev

els of closeness. 

We can think of a Dharma friend from the outer, inner, and secret 

points pf view. From the outer point of view, a Dharma friend would 

be anyone who relies upon the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni. 

Thus, this group is numerous, and they would be considered distant 

friends. From the inner point of view, Dharma friends would be any 

group of practitioners who receive general Mahayana teachings com

monly from the same teacher. These students would be considered 

close friends. 

In terms of the secret point of view, students of the same teacher 

who rely on what is called "one mandala" -the same lama, the same 

shrine, the same ritual items, etc.-to receive general Vajrayana 

teachings and empowerments would be considered very close 

Dharma friends. Lastly, the unsurpassable most secret Dharma friends 

would be those students who rely on one teacher and one mandala 

to receive empowerments, upadesha instructions, and instructions 

on Mahamudra or Dzogchen. 
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When we choose an entrusted Dharma friend to help us carry out 

our Dharma Will and Dharma Vision, we want to ask someone from 

among these groups. I will say more about this below. 

When we choose someone to help us die, we must reflect seri

ously on his or her qualities. Think about the habitual patterns of that 

person. Do they complete their Dharma activities? Do they follow 

through on commitments? Do they have the interests of the larger 

sangha at heart? Are they willing to take an honest look at themselves 

and improve their conduct? 

We should have a pure relationship with the people we wish to 

assist us. Can they help us with the view at the time of death? Can 

they point us in the right direction? If something happens between 

us, would this person be willing to work on restoring their samaya in 

order to promote harmonious relations and the health of the lama 

and the community? Would they be likely to do this in a timely man

ner? Scriptures tell us that when we break our bodhichitta toward 

another or we have some resentment toward them, we should regret 

and purify it before the night ends. If we cannot, then we should do 

our best to resolve things within three days, but certainly within a 

month. 

Students sometimes want to know if it is a good idea to choose a 

close friend to be an entrusted Dharma friendj they wonder if their 

feelings for this person will cause distraction or attachment at the 

time of death. You can discuss this together and then make a plan 

ahead of time in order to avoid this problem. One way to ensure 

everything goes smoothly is simply to strengthen your practice by 

regularly contemplating impermanence and death, and working 

hard to master cutting through the affiictive emotions that arise. This 

would help us assist our friend or family member at their time of 

death and also when they are assisting us at ours. On the other hand, 

if our friend's death is too painful and distracts us from focusing on 
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the practices (or if our death is too painful for our friend)1 there are 

many other things. to do to be of help besides sitting right by the 

bedside. For example1 we could prepare meals1 do tonglen or yidam 

practice while outside the room1 or help with contacting our friend's 

spiritual friend to get advice and guidance. We may choose to have 

this more flexible understanding with someone we are close to; we 

can agree to give each other permission to help in less direct ways if 

either begins to feel that the emotions are distracting. 

If the entrusted Dharma friend is unexpectedly unable to be at a 

person's bedside1 they should still do the practices the person has 

requested from wherever they are. But even if they can arrive within 

the three days after death1 they should try to do that. If there is a strong 

relationship1 it really does not matter where a person is1 though it is 

good to make every effort to be there. If the entrusted Dharma friend 

has a strong connection with a yidam practice and feels they can help 

the person with this practice1 they may do that as well. 

The attributes listed above are what we are looking for in an ideal 

entrusted Dharma friend1 but we must balance this with realism. The 

most important thing is the commitment to work out any difficul

ties; with this commitment we can count on the relationship work

ing out for everyone's benefit. We cannot expect perfection or be 

overly critical1 or we will not find anyone to be an entrusted Dharma 

friend! 

Core Practice Groups 

I encourage my students to form core groups of practitioners who 

will commit to mastering phowa for themselves and others and serve 

as guides for the journey into death and the after-death bardos. Some 

students wish to have only one or two entrusted Dharma friends1 
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while others feel comfortable in a somewhat larger group. Some stu

dents ask individuals or form groups where there is a mutual rela

tionship to be entrusted Dharma friends for each other; others may 

find it difficult to make a mutual commitment for various reasons. 

Each person will need to give serious thought not only to the com

mitment required to be an entrusted Dharma friend but to Dharma 

practice in general as well. 

Small groups will likely have fewer relationship issues, but this 

puts more demands on just a few people. In that case, we would need 

to call on the larger sangha for some tasks. A group of four to seven 

people would help ensure that at least some members will be at the 

bedside of the dying person and allow the entrusted Dharma friends 

to take turns and have time to rest; it is hard work to be a focused 

guide over a prolonged period of time. Forming a core group is likely 

to be an organic process that will naturally evolve as the first two 

members come together and commit to fulfilling this role. 

In Tibet, we typically have only our closest Dharma friend assist us 

before and after death with phowa, reading texts, and reminding us of 

oral instructions. My root lama asked only one person to be with him 

at the time of death. After death, then other lamas and monks were 

invited to come and pray. But in the West, we may not be living in the 

same town, city, or even state; having more than one person we can 

trust to help us makes sense. Also, because we are planning ahead, 

many circumstances may arise in the future that would make it dif

ficult for that one person to get to our bedside. They could become 

ill and disabled, or die before us. 

We naturally have different relationships with different individ

uals. As a group comes together, there must be a strong emphasis 

on harmony and putting the common purpose of the group ahead 

of personalities. We must be able to keep our samaya with every 
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member of the group, and each member must be willing to work 

through any diffez:ences for the sake of the group as a whole. Without 

a commitment to do this, the entire group could be harmed. 

As a group forms, members should discuss together how conflicts 

will be handled. The teachings generally instruct us to tell another 

person of our regret when we have committed a negative action 

toward them. But in a small group, speaking openly of resentments 

toward a member could risk harming the rest of the group. We may 

decide it is better to speak only with the person in question if we are 

sure that will not be hurtful, or to privately do purification practices 

and express regret in front of a photo of our yidam deity or lama. 

Ifwe are constantly working on having perfectly pure bodhichitta, 

then opportunities to break our samaya will not arise, or if they do, 

they will be quickly purified. The entire group must be committed to 

practicing bodhichitta. 

Entire sanghas may choose to come together to train in phowa 

and the signs of death, and to give overall support to the core groups 

formed by their members. The sangha as a whole might decide to be 

a kind of general Dharma friend and offer prayers and practices for 

the dying person from their individual homes or Dharma Center. 

The sangha members can do phowa, recite the King of Aspiration 

Prayers, the Aspiration for Noble Excellent Conduct, Avalokitesh

vara practice, and so on. They can also offer to help out with any 

needs of the family. 

For entire sanghas to come together for this purpose, there must 

be a strong emphasis on community and harmonious relations. Feel

ings of competition or jealousy will not serve the higher purpose of 

the group. Each member of the larger sangha must therefore work 

on cutting through any of these feelings if he or she is not chosen 

for another member's core group. As we said, the core groups must 

necessarily be small enough for people to know each other's Dharma 
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Wills and to keep pure samaya. We should all aspire to have the otht!r 

person's liberation come before our own personal feelings. 

All of this is excellent practice for a sangha to take up and work 

through. 

In the chapters on creating our Dharma Vision and Dharma Will, 

we spoke about the need for yearly assessment of our progress. The 

ideal would be for the core group to come together each year to do 

this work, renew bodhisattva and refuge vows together, practice 

phowa, and communicate any changes in the members' requests for 

assistance. At the very least, this should be done individually and the 

results shared among the group members. 

If we can do this, perhaps harmony can spread from us into our 

families and communities. We must try. 

Written and Oral Instructions from Our Lama 

If we have received secret teachings from our lama, then we must 

ensure that we do not break the samaya that forbids explaining 

the meaning of a secret teaching to someone who has not been 

instructed in the teaching. Traditionally in Tibet we do not make 

many notes; only scholars do this and they give these notes only 

to their most trusted Dharma friend. Earlier I recommended that 

people condense their notes of such teachings into something 

meaningful that can be read to them at the time of death. However, 

the only person who can read this to us is someone who has also 

received these teachings from our lama-a person in the "unsur

passable most secret Dharma friend" category. Therefore, if you 

have received Dzogchen or Mahamudra teachings, it will be impor

tant to ensure that there is one designated person from your sangha 

who can do this for you. Thus, if you are choosing to have only one 

or two people assist you at the time of death and you have secret 
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teachings you wish to have read to you1 you will need to take this 

into account. 

A copy of the condensed oral instructions we have received should 

be kept in our Dharma Box in a sealed envelope, clearly labeled with 

something like1 "Do not read; for entrusted Dharma friend [name] 

only. Please honor this request:' A copy should also be given to that 

person in the binder of prayers and texts we will give him or her as 

soon as we have completed our Dharma Box. Then it will still be pos

sible for that person to read them to us over the phone in case they 

cannot get to our bedside. It is okay for others to hear these teachings 

being read, as a distinction is made between reading and hearing. In 

Tibet thousands of monks may be gathered to chant and pray, but 

only the lama reads the oral instructions. 

In preparation for death1 we should go through all the notes we 

have taken when listening to secret teachings1 as well as ahy pic

tures of lamas or deities (unless we wish to give them to sangha 

or family members) 1 and wrap and label them1 "Please bum when 

I die:' Instructions should be given to both a family member and 

an entrusted Dharma friend on where they can be found, and the 

entrusted Dharma friend should be in charge ofburning them. Any 

computer files with these notes should be labeled as well so they can 

be deleted. 

In Tibet, we burn anything in the Tibetan language as we consider 

the language sacred and it would be disrespectful to throw it away. 

After we bum sacred items1 we generally put the ashes in water1 but 

here in the West I think it is good to throw the ashes to the wind-in 

some kind of environmentally sensible way-and let the wind carry 

them away. 



CONCLUSION 

MY GRANDMOTHER DIED a few years ago and I was sad. But I 

thought, "Everyone has to die. Now is not the time to be sad; now I 

am here for her and my family and it is the time to be supportive and 

practice for them:' Also, my uncle was murdered some years ago. I 

had to go in and see him lying there with blood covering the floor. I 

had both anger and sadness. However, I immediately controlled my 

emotions and sat down to practice. I thought, " If! am sad and angry, 

what will happen to him? I must practice for him:' 

Sometimes students dismiss the first noble truth taught by Bud

dha Shakyarnuni, the truth of the suffering of sarnsara. They think 

they have accepted it, but they don't really take the time to contem

plate it fully. Most of us have a hard time belieVing that the nature of 

the world is suffering; in fact, we are generally attached to the oppo

site idea. We need to reflect upon the nature of sarnsaric suffering in 

a focused way. 

Even King Trisong Detsen, who played a pivotal role in estab

lishing Buddhism in Tibet, experienced· strong emotions when his 

daughter died. He asked Padmasarnbhava to bring her back to life. 

Padmasarnbhava did indeed bring her back to life in order to give her 

the Khandro Nyingthig teachings. Soon after that, she died; karma 
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cannot be changed. In this way, Padmasambhava gave us all great 

teachings on impermanence. 

When we take the time to contemplate impermanence and the 

nature of suffering, it helps us as well as the person who is dying. 

When we are grieving, we should not push the feelings away, nor 

should we hold on to them. For the serious Buddhist practitio

ner, training in transforming afflictive emotions into wisdom is 

essential. 

We may feel that we are suffering alone and that no one else knows 

how we are feeling. We may even resent seeing others who have 

not lost someone like we have, but we should remember that they 

may feel happy now, but they will certainly feel suffering at some 

point. Again, that is the nature of samsara; it is a common human 

experience. 

Each time we meet someone, we should use the opportunity as an 

engaged meditation and generate compassion, knowing that every

one is going to experience the same suffering and loss at some point. 

This is the most powerful way to deal with grief. 

All practitioners should think about being with someone at the 

time of death as a true bodhisattva activity. Whether or not that per

son is a Buddhist or someone we know, we can be with them as they 

die. Perhaps they are all alone. We do not need to talk to them about 

Buddhism or our practices. As long as they accept our being with 

them, we can practice and be ofbenefit. 

Let me conclude with an aspirational prayer: 

With bodhichitta in our hearts and the aspiration to walk the 

bodhisattva path, may we offer our services to those dying in 

whatever capacity we are able. May we approach our deaths 

with great confidence and help others to do the same. And, 
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as we practice with great diligence and prepare ourselves for 

death, may our certainty in the view increase and may all ben
efit from our efforts. 
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AFTERWORD 

by Tulku Ihondup 

EvERY INDIVIDUAL is a composite of body and mind. The body 

is like a hotel where the mind-the consciousness-resides and 

functions as long as conditions allow. When the last moments of 

life arrive, the mind departs from the body and starts transmigrat

ing from rebirth to rebirth, just as travelers move from one hotel to 

another. The body, however, dissolves into the earth and disappears 

forever. 

Our identity-who we are-is our mind, not the belongings that 

we have collected every minute of our waking life, the loved ones in 

whom we have invested our energy, or even the body that we have 

cherished. The mind leaves behind all of that at the time of death. But 

our karma-:the healthy and unhealthy deeds and their associated 

mental habits that we have stored as seeds in our mind-stream during 

our lifetime-will produce as its fruition a pleasant or unpleasant 

world around us and joyful or painful experiences in us. 

The effects ofloving thoughts, pure perceptions, and devotional 

energies today will produce pure lands and peace and joy tomorrow. 

Therefore, heartfelt meditations and prayers, even if they are simple 
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in form, will change the qualities and habits of our minds now and 

will produce ultimate peace and joy in the future. 

So imagine the image and presence of Amitabha Buddha, the 

Buddha of Infinite Lighti imagine the light of all-knowing wisdom 

and unconditional love. Open your heart to him with devotion, joy, 

and trust and pray for his blessings for all. Receive the blessings in 

the form of wisdom light of unconditional love and share them with 

all. Purify and transform the whole universe into a world ofblessing 

light of unconditional love, omniscient wisdom, and ultimate peace. 

When our minds are fully open to and deeply enjoying the qualities 

of the Buddha, the Buddha presence has awakened in our own hearts. 

Then, the whole universe will appear to us as the pure land. That is 

where we will take rebirth and from where we will serve many. 

We pay great attention to the details of our daily life, but spare no 

thought for the life that comes after death, though it will be our 

never-ending future. Abu Patrul Rinpoche lamented, 

Whoever I look at, they are all about to die. 

Whoever I think about, they are all counting on living forever. 

Having seen such heart-rending phenomena, 

My mind has rushed to the mountain solitude [to meditate]. 

Tulku Thondup Rinpoche 

The Buddhayana Foundation, USA. 



APPENDIX I 

BUDDHIST PRAYERS FOR THE TIME OF DEATH 

THERE ARE MANY beautiful Buddhist prayers that can be recited for 

a person who is dying. They are too numerous to be included in this 

small volume and can be obtained from many sources. Examples of 

traditional prayers for the time of death are listed below. Bound vol

umes of practices and prayers are available from the Phowa Founda

tion ( www.phowafoundation.org). 

~ Meditation on the Great Compassionate One 

(Avalokiteshvara) 

~ Phowa: Buddhahood without Meditation 

~ Bardo Prayers 

~ Vajrasattva Sadhana and 1oo-Syllable Mantra 

~ The Prayer ofKuntuzangpo 

~ The Amitabha Aspiration Prayer to be Reborn 

inDewachen 

~ The Prayer of Excellent Conduct 

~ The Entrance to the City of Omniscience 

~ Prayer of Regret 

~ Dedication Prayers 



138 - DYING WITH CONFIDENCE 

Mantras and Names of the Buddhas to Recite to the Dying 

~ Avalokiteshvara (Tib. Chenrezig): 

OM MA NI PAD ME HUNG HRI 

.,.. Vajrasattva (short version): 

OM BENZA SATTO HUNG 

.,.. Amitabha Buddha: 

OM AMI TA BHA HRI 

.,.. 100 Peaceful and Wrathful Deities: 

OM AH HUNG/ BOD HI TSITTA MAHA SUKA JANA DHATU AH/ 

OM RU LU RU LU HUNG JO HUNG 

.,.. Medicine Buddha ( Sangye Menla): 

TADYATA OM BHEKADZAYA BHEKADZAYA MAHA 

BHEKADZAYABHEKADZAYARANDZASAMUDGATESOHA 

Any other mantras the dying person has recited in his or her lifetime are 

also appropriate. 



APPENDIX II 

DOCUMENTS TO PREPARE FOR YOUR DEATH 

THERE ARE THREE DOCUMENTS we should prepare now for the 

time of death. 

(1) A legal will with our wishes for property disbursement and simi

lar legal matters. Each state gives information on the requirements 

for wills and sample forms. In some states a handwritten document 

is acceptable. It is important to know the laws and regulations for 

your state. 

( 2) A Dharma Will. Each state has different legal requirements, so it 

is important to make our Dharma Will comply with these require

ments. For instance, we should know if our Dharma Will needs to 

be witnessed when we sign it or needs to be notarized. We must be 

sure that what we are requesting from our entrusted Dharma friends, 

especially about after-death care, can actually be carried out. 

(3) A healthcare directive that can be executed independently of a 

legal will. This allows us to designate a power-of-attorney for health 

care or to name individuals to make health care decisions for us when 

we are incapable of doing so (copies should, of course, be given to 

these designated decision-makers and kept with our legal will). Our 
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healthcare directive should also include our wishes about organ 

donation. 

Sample healthcare directive forms conforming to each state's stat

ute can often be downloaded from that state's website, although most 

states will accept alternative forms. 

If we already have a legally executed will, additions can only be 

accomplished by executing an amendment, or codicil. The legal will 

is something typically not read until after the time of death, so any 

additions (e.g. instructions for burial or cremation, which must be in 

our legal will to be in accordance with state law) regarding our care 

should be made known to our family and entrusted Dharma friends. 

They should have a copy of our Dharma Will, and other copies should 

be placed in our Dharma Box and attached to our legal will. 



APPENDIX Ill 

SAMPLE END-OF-LIFE MEDICAL 

INSTRUCTIONS AND DHARMA WILL 

THE FOLLOWING is a sample of a healthcare directive concern

ing end-of-life care and medications, followed by a sample Dharma 

Will with addendums for entrusted Dharma friends, non-Buddhist 

friends and family members, instructions for cremation or burial, 

and charitable contributions. The writing of the healthcare diiective 

is important for Buddhist practitioners, as our medical representative 

will need to understand our wishes very clearly for treatment options 

and medication. We need to plan ahead how to best use our practice 

when we are likely to be experiencing pain and discomfort. 

One option is to designate an entrusted Dharma friend as a medical 

representative; he or she may have a better idea of what medical care 

will enable us to practice and take advantage ofhearing our practices 

read to us. If we wish to do this, we will need to write this in the 

healthcare directive and discuss this with our families to help them 

understand our reasons. Family members could feel hurt by anyone 

outside the family taking on such a role in our death. We should 

clearly communicate that we will need someone to assess our pain in 

relation to our ability to practice, and that family members could be 

very emotional seeing us in pain and therefore unable to make such 
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a decision. With clear communication, we can help those close to us 

understand that there are many other roles they can play to help us. 

This could actually relieve them of a very difficult decision. 

Everyone should feel free to modify and add to these sample doc

uments in whatever way they choose, as long as the Dharma Will is 

in accord with any state laws and regulations. 

SAMPLE MEDICAL INSTRUCTIONS 

These are the instructions to my designated medical representa

tive(s) for my end-of-life medical care: 

( 1) I would like to use pain medication if I show signs ofbeing in 

significant pain. Once it is clear that I have only a few days to live, 

I would like to be taken off the pain medication. If it becomes 

evident that I am then in too much pain to focus on my Dharma 

practice, please put me back on the least amount of medication 

that will alleviate the pain but allow me to be aware of the prayers 

and texts beings read at my bedside. I understand this will not be 

easy to determine, so I appreciate your doing your best. 

( 2) I do not wish to have treatment to prolong my life, such 

as feeding tubes, cardiopulmonary resuscitation, or ventilators 

unless it is clear there is hope of recovery with a decent quality 

oflife to follow (i.e. my mental capacities intact). 

(3) I wish to die at home if at all possible. Please make every 

effort to arrange this, but I understand if it is not possible. 

( 4) Other directives: (include any arrangements for organ dona

tion, any instructions concerning embalming, etc.) 



APPENDIX III - 143 

SAMPLE DHARMA WILL 

Full Legal Name 

Address 

Date ofBirth 

I. Designated Entrusted Dharma Friends 

(1) The following entrusted Dharma friends have agreed to be with 

me during the dying process if at all possible. If I am unable to do so, 

they should be contacted immediately upon reading this. 

Entrusted Dharma Friend name 

Address 

Contact information (phone, cell, pager, email) 

(Continue list of names) 

II. At the Time of Death 

(1) My designated entrusted Dharma friends should be allowed to 

be with me at all times during my dying process. They will be praying 

and performing Buddhist practices. They have been asked to set up 
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an altar for me in my room. They will assist my non-Buddhist friends 

and family members to understand what they can do to best help 

me during this time. I know this may be difficult for my health care 

workers, but I ask that they allowthis support in the best way pos

sible. I also ask that the altar set up by my entrusted Dharma friends 

be respected and left as they set it up and in a place where I am able 

to see it from my bed. When they are not with me, they may leave a 

CD of spiritual practices playing. I wish to have this on at all times. 

Please do not tum it off and please do not have a TV playing in my 

room, as this will distract me from focusing on my prayers. 

III. Spiritual Counsel 

I have asked my entrusted Dharma friends to contact a Buddhist 

lama at the appropriate time. He or she is permitted to be with me 

at anytime. 

rv. Care of my Body after Death 

(1) It is very important to me on religious grounds that my body 

remain for three days, or as long as possible, without being moved. 

If this is impossible, I request that my family and entrusted Dharma 

friends have as much time as they can to complete certain prayers 

before my body is moved. 

(If you have contacted a group such as Crossings or Natural 

Transitions [see Appendix W] that will transport your body to 

your home for the three days, include all arrangements and con

tact information here.) 
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(2) I wish to be cremated/buried (cross out one). I request that this 

not take place until the fourth day after my death if at all possible. If 

I have chosen cremation, my ashes should be given to: 

Name ______________________________________ __ 

Relationship-----------------------------

Contact info----------------------------------

(3) I have spoken with the following crematorium or funeral home 

about my requests and they have agreed with them. I have attached 

Addendum III with the special requests for the crematorium or 

funeral home. 

Please contact: 

Name ______________________________________ __ 

Address-----------------------

Contact info and person spoken with _______________ _ 

I have asked my designated entrusted Dharma friends to help 

with these arrangements. 

V. Charitable Contributions 

(r) I have appointed a Power-of-Attorney in my Last Will and Testa

ment and given instructions for the distribution of my wealth. I have 

also arranged for prayers and practices to be done on my behalf and on 

behalf of all those now in the bardo states. I have requested my entrusted 

Dharma friends to help carry out these arrangements by informing the 

lama or monastery of my condition throughout the dying process. The 

contact information for these prayers is included in Addendum I. 
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Ifi have not arranged this before my death, I designate the follow

ing person to make charitable contributions for prayers and prac

tices to be recited for my benefit: 

Name _____________________________________ __ 

Address ___________________________________ ___ 

Contact information 

(phone, cell, pager, email) _____________________ _ 

I have designated in my will that a specific gift for the amount of 

$ be given to ______________________ ---" 

I have notified my Power of Attorney to release these funds for this 

purpose. (Prearranging this is the easiest way to ensure your wishes can 

be carried out. If not, designating the name and amount as a specific gift 

will allow for easier disbursal of funds.) 

Addendum N to this Dharma Will is attached with my specific 

charitable requests. 

Signature-----------------------------------

Date _________ _ 

Witness ___________________________________ _ 

Date _________ _ 
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ADDENDUM I 

Requests to my Entrusted Dharma Friends 

I am grateful you have agreed to help me with one of the most impor

tant moments of my life. I hope you will be able to be at my bedside, 

but please know that if it is not possible, I will appreciate your prayers 

and practices from afar. 

I. My Dharma Box 

I have created a Dharma Box with everything you will need to assist 

me. The Dharma Box will be (give location) ---------' 

It will have a binder for you with my prayers and practices, items to 

set up an altar by my bedside, and the means to play a recording of 

phowa, mantras, and prayers by my lama. Whenever you are not able 

to be at my bedside, please play the recording so that I can hear it. If 

you feel it is appropriate and possible for me to use earphones when 

you are not there, a pair can be found in the Dharma Box. 

I have requested (name) to read my 

oral instructions as he/ she was with me when receiving them. As 

instructed, he/ she is the only one who can do this, although you may 

be there when they are read. Please do not discuss these teachings 

with anyone else, as it can be harmful to both of you. 

(Give instructions ahead of time to this entrusted Dharma friend 

to burn all notes of secret teachings and where to find them, as well 

as any computer files of notes that should be deleted.) 

II. My Dharma Vision 

Iamincludingherewhatl wrote aboutmy"ideal" death from my Dharma 

Vision, so that you will have a clear idea ofhow I would like to die: 
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III. Lama Contact 

Please contact my lama as soon as possible to describe my condition 

and ask for his or her help. 

(List all contact information and agreements you have already 

made together. Also list other lamas or spiritual teachers you wish 

to be notified either before or at the time of death.) 

If my lama is able to come to my bedside1 I request that transporta

tion and accommodations be provided for him/her using funds from 

my accounts. My Power of Attorney will be able to provide this. 

(Be sure that you have written this in your legal will and discussed 

this with the designated person who has Power of Attorney. You 

may also decide to arrange this ahead of time with your lama.) 

rv. The Liberation-by-Wearing Mandala 

You will find a mandala in my Dharma Box (unless you have been given 

an empowerment and are already wearing it. If so, let your entrusted 

Dharma friends know what to do. These instructions will be given to you 

by your lama if you receive the empowerment). This mandala is not to 

be shown to others1 so please place it around my neck (wrapped as 

an amulet) as soon as the senses are dissolving and leave it there until 

my death and until my body is brought home or to a funeral home. 

After my body has been bathed and dressed and will no longer be 

disturbed1 it should be unwrapped and placed over my heart area 

under my clothing. Please ensure it remains with me until I am cre

mated or buried1 at which time it should be burned or buried with 

me1 still positioned over my heart area. 
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V.Dutsi 

While I am in the process of dying, I would like to have the blessing 

of the dutsi pills I have placed in my Dharma Box. Please put one 

in some water and let me drink it if I am able or otherwise just sip 
on it. 

VI. Organ Donation 

(If you have chosen to be an organ donor [see chapter 14] you may 

include a statement like the one below to be read to you.) 

( 1) I have asked that my healthy organs be donated at the time of my 

death. Please read the following statement to me before my outer 

breath ceases and again before the organs are removed: 

"I can no longer sustain life and am ready to die. I have requested 

that my organs be donated. I do this for the benefit of all sentient 

beings and so that someone who needs life can continue to benefit 

others:' 

VII. After Death 

(1) I have requested that my body be cremated/buried. If my lama 

can attend, he or she will conduct whatever ceremonies are appro

priate. Please help him/her in whatever way is needed. If my lama 

cannot attend, please be sure he/ she knows the time of burial/ 

cremation. If others are allowed to be at the cremation to pray, I 

would appreciate them doing so. 

( 2) A folder of prayers that may be recited at my cremation, burial, 

and funeral can be found in my Dharma Box. Any other prayers peo

ple wish to recite are most welcome; please encourage this so that 

everyone is comfortable. 

(3) It is important that those attending any service for me under

stand how strong emotions can affect me in the bardos. You will find 
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a handout in my Dharma Box that can be given to people, or you may 

choose to read it at the beginning of the funeral service. (You may use 

the beginning paragraphs of Addendum II to create this handout or write 

something yourself.) 

( 4) I would like the food served at any gathering after my death to 

be vegetarian so that we all may benefit from observing the vow of 

non-harm. 

(s) I have requested I would like to request that a gravestone with 

special Buddhist symbols be made for my gravesite. (If you have 

instructions for a gravestone, list all information here.) 

( 6) If, after the forty-nine days following my death, my family does 

not want to keep my Dharma items, please keep what you would like 

and distribute the rest to other practitioners. 

Again, I give you my deep gratitude. Your compassion and commit

ment creates an opportunity to inspire an endless circle of generosity 

and bodhichitta. May we continue to serve together until samsara is 

empty! 

(Add anything else you would like to say to your entrusted 

Dharma friends in gratitude for their service.) 

Name __________________________________ __ 

Date _________ _ 



APPENDIX Ill - 151 

ADDENDUM II 

Information to Be Provided to Non-Buddhist Family and Friends 

Buddhists believe there is a journey after death through transitional 

states called bardos. According to the way a person has led his or her 

life and according to their state of mind at the very moment of death, 

the bardo journey can be one ofliberation from suffering or one that 

leads to rebirth in samsara, the cycle ofbirth and death. 

For this reason, Buddhists prepare for death in their daily medi

tations and practices. Remaining in deep meditation at the time of 

death offers the greatest opportunity for liberation, or at least a very 

positive rebirth conducive to continuing their spiritual progress. 

Buddhist teachings on dying encourage a quiet and peaceful 

environment in which the dying person can pray, meditate, recite 

mantras, and recall the important instructions given to them by 

their teachers. Most Buddhist practitioners have not reached a high 

enough level of stability in their meditation to be undistracted by the 

suffering or strong emotions of their family and friends around them. 

The greatest help you can give your loved one is to put aside your 

feelings of sadness and grief and add your prayers to theirs. Family 

and friends are encouraged to focus on positive feelings and prayers 

that are meaningful to them, whether sitting with their loved one or 

wherever they may be during the dying process. Please continue this 

for forty-nine days after deathj this is the length of time most people 

travel through the bardos until they take birth once again. 

Buddhist texts describe the consciousness of someone who has 

died and who is in the bardo state as ten times more acute than while 

living. When you express intense emotions about them, positive or 

negative, they will be affected and may be distracted from their medi

tation. Please do your best to think of the person's journey in the 

bardo states and focus on your prayers and aspirations for them to 
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become enlightened. They have chosen a spiritual path to help all 

beings become enlightened and can do this work most effectively 

once they have reached their own enlightenment. This is a time to 

feel joyful for their willingness to undertake this path and to take this 

opportunity to increase your own compassion and loving-kindness. 

If you have time before your loved one is close to death, it is sug

gested that you share together what is in your hearts and be sure there 

is no unfinished business. It is a great gift to help the dying person 

leave this world with no regrets and for them to know that, despite 

your sadness, you will be okay. Then you can focus on the prayers 

that will benefit your loved one most at this time. 

Your loved one has designated entrusted Dharma friends, Bud

dhist practitioners who have agreed to help them fulfill their spiritual 

wishes for the time of death. These people will be reading the prac

tices and instructions that have been requested, and they may have 

been asked to contact your loved one's teacher( s). They will also be 

setting up an altar by the bedside as requested. 

Prayers from all traditions will be beneficial. Please do what is 

comfortable for you. If you would like to use prayers from the Bud

dhist tradition, the entrusted Dharma friends will have copies of 

prayers chosen by your loved one. 

ADDENDUM Ill 
Instructions for Burial or Cremation 

( 1) If my body must be moved after death, my preference is for it to 

be at home for three days. I prefer not to be embalmed but that my 

body be kept on ice or dry ice for the three days. Please keep my body 

clean during this time. 

( 2) The following is a list of the prayers I wish to have recited at my 

burial or cremation. Copies can be found in my Dharma Box and 
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can be distributed to those attending. Any other prayers my family 

or friends wish to recite are welcome. I would like the CD of man

tras used while I was dying played in the background of any funeral 

service. 

(List the prayers you wish to be recited and which CD to be used.) 

(3) I would like the following ritual objects to be buried or cremated 

with me: 

(List the items and where they will be found.) 

( 4) Include any other instructions for this time. 

ADDENDUM IV 
Charitable Contributions 

(Your legal will should contain instructions for the disbursal of your pos

sessions, but it may not be read for some time after your death. Here you 

can reiterate your contributions for spiritual purposes to ensure a timely 

donation if you are requesting a lama or monastery to perform ph ow a on 

behalf of yourself and all beings in the bardo. It is strongly recommended 

that you arrange for this ahead of time so that phowa is performed at 

the optimal time. Once you have made arrangements, include the con

tact information and when to call them. If you have not already made 

offerings for these services, include information on how funds are to be 

obtained from the person acting as Power of Attorney. Please seek legal 

help for any questions you have about your list of contributions.) 
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RESOURCES FOR LEGAL WILLS, HEALTHCARE 

DIRECTIVES, AND AFTER-DEATH CARE 

THERE ARE MANY resources available today that offer instructions 

and advice on advance directives and wills1 as well as sample legal 

forms. The following is necessarily limited informationj it is impor

tant to support your choices with up-to-date research. 

Here are a few: 

The American Hospital Association: Put It in Writing

www.putitinwriting.org 

This site gives information on advance directives and state-by-state 

regulations. They have a wallet ID card for download1 advising that 

you have made advance directives and who to notify in an emer

gency. They also answer many FA~. 

Aging with Dignity: Five Wishes-www.agingwithdignity.org 

The Five Wishes document is currently valid in forty states and helps 

you create a will that includes medical directives and spiritual care. 

National Hospice and Palliative Care Organization 

www.caringinfo.org 
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The following websites offer information on home-based after

death care, planning home funerals, and arrangingfor transport 

of the body to and from hospital/home/ crematorium: 

Crossings: Caring for our Own at Death-www.crossings.net 

Natural Transitions-www.naturaltransitions.org 

Final Passages-www.finalpassages.org 

(includes a link to a book available on the laws of all states) 

Undertaken with Love-www.undertakenwithlove.org 
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THE MEANING OF SAMAYA 

IN VAJRAYANA BUDDHISM, we talk about samaya-vows or com

mitments-that ensure we keep our conduct and practice pure. 1his 

is an immense topic as there are millions of samayas, but they can 

all be condensed into the Five Root Samayas, whose foundation is 

Shantideva's teachings in The Way of the Bodhisattva. 

The first root samaya is to never lose our bodhichitta even for an 

instant. To miss this first samaya would be like an animal losing one 

of its legs or a car missing one ofits wheels. Our practice cannot flour

ish without bodhichitta. The second vow is to regard our teacher as 

the Buddha, arid for this we must strive to have pure perception. We 

should train in thinking that all beings have buddha-nature. When

ever we feel agitated with someone, we can focus on their buddha

nature, even if we are unable to see them as an actual buddha. 

The third root samaya is to take up our yidam practice regularly, 

from six practice periods every day to at least one time a month. I 

recommend to my students that they do yidam practice daily. The 

fourth is to have harmonious relationships with and respect for all 

our Vajra brothers and sisters. 

The fifth root samaya is to refrain from speaking the secret mean

ing of a teaching to someone who has not received the teaching, 



160 - DYING WITH CONFIDENCE 

including our spouses. If a lama gives us a secret teaching and asks us 

not to share it, then we must not. The lama may give us permission 

to do so if he or she has a relationship with someone we are close to; 

otherwise we will be breaking our root samaya. If we speak about the 

teaching, it will affect not only everyone who received that teaching 

but the teacher as well. 

We should reflect on these five root samayas and consider how 

effective we have been at keeping them. If we feel we have had some 

fault, then it is important to change our conduct. Keeping our samaya 

purely will act as a natural support for our meditation and the mean

ing of the teachings will become apparent to us. Those who do not 

keep their samaya may have some initial experiences of the view, but 

over time their meditation does not seem to improve. 

Even in our worldly lives, we make many promises we know we 

cannot keep. We must think more carefully before doing this. A 

bodhisattva does not make many promises, but after considering the 

implications of a promise and accepting that promise, he or she will 

be sure to fulfill it. There is a metaphor given in the teachings for the 

bodhisattva's commitment-it is as if the promise is written in stone; 

even death cannot stand in the way of completing that action. So we 

must reflect deeply on our commitments. 

When we make a mistake or break a promise, we should make 

every effort to repair it. The logic behind taking the bodhisattva vow 

is to have an overlying and long-term commitment to completing 

the bodhisattva path. We know that if we make a mistake, we can 

tum to the teachings to show us how to restore our vow. 
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